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CRANKIN' WITH FRANK

Bowling Alleys Become The Next Family
Entertainment Centers

By FRANK “THE CRANK" SENINSKY

owling centers have always had
Bgamcs, but not like this. In the past

few years, cutting-edge bowling cen-
ters have increasingly undergone “Extreme
Location Makeovers™ (to paraphrase the ti-
tle of ABC hit TV show).

Todays bowling centers are mstalling
coin-operated games (primarily redemption
equipment) and traditional FEC attractions
front and center because they have realized
the earnings potential of this genre. In
mixed-use bowling/FEC sites, amusement
games alone can generate $200,000 to
$750,000 gross incremental income annual-
ly. In larger facilities, game revenues can ex-
ceed $1 million.

These figures have caught the bowling in-
dustrys attention, since league play has seen
a steady decline in recent decades.

The industry’s new catchphrase, “casual
bowling,” is replacing the dated “open play™
title. Two years ago at the Bowl Expo, Joe
Schumacker, president of the Bowling Pro-
prictors Association of America, showed a
revenue vs. lime graph of league and open
play revenue. He pointed out the month and
year where the “open play uphill revenue
curve” crossed the “league bowling down-
hill revenue curve,” and predicted that the
figures would continue moving away from
cach other over the next several years. Joe's
graph and prediction, etched in my mind,
has been right on target.

Aging 1960s-era bowling facilities are re-
making themselves, and new [acilities are
being built at a rate of approximately 1,200
lane beds vearly — and both are focusing on
amusement facilities as much as bowling
lanes. Lanes still take up more square
footage, but it's no longer a 90% to 109
square-footage ratio. Imporiantly, manage-
ment knows that amusements contribute
greatly to the bottom line — even though
bowling remains the anchor attraction.

A related trend is that bowling itself is
making a comeback. Statistics show that
more than 70 million Americans bow! cach
year; statistics aren tavailable for how many

Americans visit an FEC each year. But in
my mind, these figures indicate that the
bowling-FEC transition will continue the
foreseeable future.

Food and beverage sales increase sub-
stantially when you run a bowling center
with an FEC. The combination also pro-
vides a great dynamic, because many bowl-
ing centers have liquor licenses. By adding
the amusement component, you create the
ultimate win-win situation; a bowling-an-
chored FEC wrapped around an adult enter-
tainment center.

Today, new bowling centers typically
have 24 to 36 new lanes (with four or more
lanes separated and labeled as “VIP” lanes).
At 1,200 lanes yearly, that means we e see-
ing up to 40 new centers arriving each year

ome every nine days - atacostof 560 $12
million each.

The amusements industry can view these
trends as a threat or an opportunity, This
summer’s vibrant Bowl Expo took place in
June at Mandalay Bay Convention Centerin
Las Vegas. It drew more than 5,000 visitors
and had the greatest participation by amuse-
ment manufacturers, distributers and oper-
ators I've scen yet — all viewing the indus-
try’s transformation as an opportunity.
These industry pros market themselves as
experts who can help drive those newly dis-
covered amusement dollars,

My redemption seminar at Bowl Expo
wits a standing-room-only affair, with more
than 100 participants. | walked away from
the show with 7% new business prospects, all
wanting help adding to or expanding FECs
in their bowling centers.

Interestingly, the reverse of the “bowling-
incorporates-FEC™ trend is also taking
place. A growing number of FECs are in-
stalling six to 10 regulation bowling lanes as
amusement artractions, and adding mini-
bowling lanes as coin-op attractions.

Many existing bowling centers see one
problem with adding an FEC component: &
lack of space to create a good-size fun cen-
ter. Most older bowling centers have the
same basic setup: a small gameroom with a
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dozen games (mostly video and cranes), a
snack bar, a pro shop, a manager’s office and
a billiards area. Until recently, they have
ayoided redemption, shrugging their shoul-
ders while saying, **We don’t have space.”

Things are now different. My team finds
bowling center executives receptive after ex-
plaining how we can create the space neces-
sary. It can be done by moving the pro shop
and the manager’s office, which often hog
the prime spots in the facility. We can find
even more square footage by knocking
down non-bearing and half walls. We can
expand available room for family amuse-
ments by removing non-eaming or low-
carning pool tables (pool income has
dropped 60% in some bowling centers be-
cause of smoking bans), We can open more
footage by eliminating lockers, and by trans-
forming the central desk, where people rent
lanes, to double as a redemption prize count-
er. When we suggest these changes, the re-
sponse is often: “Olkay, let’s all do that.”

In some cases - actually, in many cases —
we suggest an even more radical step. We
recommend removing a few of the “sacred
cows” —the bowling lanes. A few years ago,
this would have been sacrilege. Today, pro-
gressive executives know that this remodel-
ing can actually increase revenues from the
remaining lanes, Why? Because a bowling-
anchored FEC' will attract a wider demo-
graphic than a traditional bowling center,
and this wider demographic is willing to
spend more money per visit than the tradi-
tional league bowler.

This seems obvious in retrospect, but to
some bowling executives locked i the old
mindset, it's a difficult concept to wrap the
mind around, As Einstein once said, “Cie-
nius is the art of recognizing the obvious.”
Why does building up the FEC component
result in a broader demographic and, thus,
more earnings for a bowlng center?

The answer is simple: Expanding to re-
demption games means that you are now in
the birthday party business, the group sales
business, the lock-in party business (think
Prom Night) and the “fun business”

If redemption and fanuly trade is the se-
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AMUSEMENTS ADVANCE WITH CONTEMPORARY BOWLING

CENTERS

cret of the bowling center renaissance, the
all-powerful Amencan Mom —world’s most
influential consumer — is the secret behind
the secret. Bowling center managers used to
say. “'I don't want little kids running around
my facility. I don’t want my center looking
like a carnival. 1 don’t want birthday parties
because the noise would bother my league
bowlers” Mow, more successful bowling
executives say, “1 want all the family busi-
ness we can get”

The number of bowling leagues and their
volume of revenue have both been declining
for many years. But it probably takes any in-
dustry 10 vears before recognizing and ad-
mitting it has a problem - this holds true for
the amusement industry, skating industry
and other single-anchor leisure industries.
Its now obvious to the “geniuses” of the
leisure market that, while league play re-
mains an important segment, its no longer
the main money generator.

Leagues used to control every bowling
center in America. They demanded when
they wanted to bowl, and management
caved in because league captains said if they
didn't get exclusive lane access on Friday
nights and all weekend, they would take
their patronage elsewhere. Bowling execu-
tives now can tell league captains, “If you
want to go elsewhere, fine. But if you want
to bowl here, you must run your leagues on
my slow nights, because weekends are for
open play — since that is where | make most
of my money.”

We have seen a drastic attitude shift from
bowling center executives. Their new out-
look is based on “catering to customers and
giving them what they want,” not “giving
customers what the bowling center thinks
they should have! They are not only in-
stalling FEC components, but also taking an
aggressive stance toward marketing, online
promotions and technology. Furthermore,
they have made Cosmic Bowling (with
blacklights and huge video monitors) a late-
night staple for teens and 20-somethings. As
a result, many bowling centers now stay
open — and busy — until 2:00 AM.

The industry’s leading executives also re-
alize that a birthday party does not have to
include two full games of bowling, which
was a mandatory part of the package until a
few years ago. This policy cost the centers a
ereat deal of potential business. | have seen
voung children actually cry at birthday par-
ties over this issue; the kids bowled three
frames {all gutterballs) and then lostinterest.
But parents insisted (because they had paid
for it) that the kids must continue to baw! *“or
else” Now, there is a much bigger buck to
be made by putting the emphasis on games
and FEC aftractions, and letting the kids
bowl as much (or as little) as they wish,

Onee space for amusements opens up in
a bowling center, what should be installed
besides redemption games and a prize
counter? Where feasible, it’s a good idea to
put in FEC attractions. Popular choices in-
clude soft modular play arenas like Balloc-
ity, made by Prime Play (a division of
Whitewater Industries), which is a “dry wa-
terpark” version of the tipping bucket made
of nerf-type balls. Other successful ele-
menis include laser tag, rock climbing walls,
bumper cars and kiddie rides, among a host
of other FEC components and attractions.

Growth and change in the bowling indus-
try is taking place largely, although far from
exclusively, in new standalone facilities and
smaller local chains —and it is lead by a new
generation of owners and executives.

Larger chains are slowly catching up, but
its a challenge because the imvestment re-
quired to transform hundreds of centers can
be staggering. But the Bowling Proprictors
Assaciation of America does have a Young
Guns Commitiee of up-and-comers (the
sons and daughters of the “old guard™) who
are leading the charge to revamp and up-
grade the classic American bowling center.

This dramatic change that embraces
FECs is occurring against a backdrop of a
somewhat stagnating base of independent,
mom-and-pop bowling center owners. They
resemble many of today’s amusement ma-
chine operators. They entered the business
30, 40 or 50 years ago. They are risk-averse
and many are looking forward to retirement.
(To a bowling proprietor or to an operator,
“retirement” could mean only working 40
hours weekly.) They may not want to hear
about new ideas, and may strongly resist
changing how they do business.

Instead —again, like many older operators
~ their plan is to keep doing what they've al-
ways done on what they've got and sell the
business a few years down the line. In many
cases, the real esiate they're sitting on 1s
more valuable than the bowling business,
Others are signatories to 30-year leases that
are about to expire, and landlords have oth-
er plans for the property.

But these grizzled bowling executives
also share one powerful strength with the es-
tablished, older generation of successful
amusement operators: their debt is low.
They can get money for expansion easily, in
the form of a line of credil for $500,000 or
31 million in 24 hours or less, Few entrepre-
neurs who seek to enter the bowling or FEC
business for the first time can command that
kind of capital.

Inaddition, they know how to read a P&L
sheet, and know that when a new-generation
bowling executive opens an FEC-style
bowling center across town, the drop in rev-
enues isn't a fluke. They know they can ¢i-
ther upgrade and compete, or advance their
retirement plans by a few vears.

This understanding can often encourage
older owners to draw upon and invest this
readily available capital. When that hap-
pens, they make great partners fora consult-
ant or a forward-thinking operator who
knows how to add a profitable FEC compo-
nent. Otherwise, the older generation can
sell their facilities to the young guns, who
will happily “green-light” an amusements-
oriented makeover.

FEC specialists who market themselves
to bowling centers should be prepared to
overcome many preconceived notions.
Among them:

*» Bowling is the reason the center exists.

* League bowlers control the house,

= We have no space for games,

= Games bring in the wrong element.

= Videogames and traditional street oper-
ators are the only option for coin-op.

= We serve alcohol and we don't want lit-
tle kids around.

= My videogames are bringing in 8300 to
$600 every two weeks, so amusement in-
come is maximized; it’s impossible fora sin-
gle game 1o make $200 a week.

= We aperate on quarters; what are tokens?

Fortunately, there are answers to these
abjections, Most of them are spelled m-o-
n-¢-y, and there is plenty to go around for
farward-thinking bowling executives and
amusement professionals alike, Its time to
strike out and look for that perfect game,

Phone: (732) 254-3773
Fax: (732) 254-6223

Amusement Entertainment Management, LLC
s a worldwide amusement industry consultan
specializing in the design, layout, installation,
and aperation of Family Enteriainment Centers
and Leisure Based Entericimment. We offer a
full complement af services including business
evaluations, project feasibility studies, cash and
ioken controls systems. game and atfraciion sel-
ections, staff training, and development of Family
Etertainment Center aperating procedures.

Chur services are aimed al increasing the efficien-
cy and effectivencss of entertainment cenfer oper-
ations thvough proactive rotation of asseis and
attention to detail. Your aecoum will be given per-
sonal aiteniion by one of the company s principal
owners whose half century of amusenrent indus-
iry kmawledge will place youwr project on the road
{0 SueCess.

Contacis- Frank Seninsky: fseninskyia sol com

Jerry Merola: profiwi: com
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