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Raised in San Diego on theme parks, zoos, and IMAX films, Joe Kleiman would expand his childhood loves into two decades as a 
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The idea of making the guest experience as friction-free 
as possible and in nearly all aspects permeates this issue. 

Consider accesso’s look at ticketing and in-park purchasing. 
The goal is simple: remove obstacles between the guest and 
the experience. Jora Vision explores how technology can 
make competitive socializing more appealing and engaging, 
without letting the technology itself get in the way. And 
Alterface has long championed interactive attractions where 
the technology effectively disappears, allowing guests to focus 
on the story and the fun rather than the machinery making it 
happen.

That idea of frictionless experiences can also extend to the 
initial concept of an attraction. At the recent TEA SATE EME 
conference at Liseberg, Brad Shelton, Owner/Partner at BRC 
Imagination Arts, offered a thought that resonated with me. 
He questioned whether focusing attractions on guest agency 
represents the ultimate goal of themed entertainment. 

Perhaps, sometimes, people just want to be told a story. 
They want to sit back, follow the narrative, marvel at what 
is happening around them and enjoy losing themselves in 
the moment. There is something to be said for surrendering 
control and allowing a talented creative team to take you 
somewhere.

Let the experience lead
MARTIN PALICKI ,  PUBLISHER
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Could it be possible that we, as an industry, sometimes get so 
excited about what technology can do that we forget to ask 
what the guest actually wants it to do.

As we share this issue with readers through our bonus 
distribution at TEA SATE North America, the Association of 
Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) Annual Conference, the World 
Waterpark Association (WWA) Trade Show and IAAPA Expo 
Europe, we hope these stories spark that kind of conversation. 
Across themed entertainment, the goal remains the same: 
create memorable experiences, then get out of the way and let 
the experience work its magic.

Martin founded InPark Magazine in 2004, combining years of 

experience working in themed entertainment with a passion for 

writing and design.
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FIND YOUR LIGHTING SOLUTION AT
etcconnect.com/themeparks

ETC THEME PARK

LIGHTING
SOLUTIONS
Dazzling Interior Lighting, 
Pristine Exterior Lighting, and 
the Parkwide Control System 

ETC manufactures the highest-quality 
lighting and controls products that blend 
beautifully into any design, making it 
the first choice of lighting professionals 
worldwide. Whatever your vision, whatever 
the requirements, ETC can bring your 
attraction or exhibit to life.

Scan for more 
information etcconnect.com
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For years, the audiovisual 
industry has measured progress 

in bigger numbers: more lumens, 
higher resolutions and increasingly 
sophisticated media servers. While 
those numbers are still important, the 
industry also appears to have other 
priorities, such as making increasingly 
complex systems easier to deploy, 
operate and maintain.

That shift was evident throughout 
the Las Vegas Convention Center 
during InfoComm 2026, held June 
13-19. Over 28,000 attendees from 
94 countries explored products 
from 800 exhibitors across nearly 
400,000 square feet of exhibits. 
Artificial intelligence, immersive 
experiences, enterprise collaboration, 

InfoComm 2026: Simplicity 
as inspiration

digital signage, and integrated systems 
dominated both the educational sessions 
and product launches.

Making complicated systems 
simpler
One of the strongest trends was 
consolidation. Manufacturers are 
increasingly combining multiple 
functions into fewer pieces of 
equipment while reducing the amount 
of infrastructure required behind the 
scenes.

Sennheiser’s new Spectera wireless 
ecosystem is a good example. Built 
around the FCC’s new WMAS 
(Wireless Multichannel Audio 
Systems) regulations, Spectera combines 
wireless microphones and in-ear 

monitoring into a single six-megahertz 
platform. Instead of managing 
multiple Radio Frequency systems 
independently, operators can monitor, 
automate, and control everything 
remotely over standard Cat5 or fiber 
infrastructure. The result is fewer 
racks, less cabling, fewer failure points, 
and easier operation.

Recently acquired by Panasonic, 
media server developer Hive 
said it wants systems to become 
almost invisible rather than adding 
complexity. Fewer servers, fewer 
connectors, fewer cables, and fewer 
opportunities for something to go 
wrong. For operators like theme parks, 
where reliability is paramount, that 
philosophy has obvious appeal.

by Martin Palicki

InfoComm 2026 was held June 13-19 at the Las Vegas Convention Center.
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Technology shrinks
Another noticeable trend involved 
physically hiding technology.

Christie’s North American debut of 
its Korus Series 1DLP projectors, 
offer a significantly smaller footprint 
delivering up to 14,250 lumens, making 
installation easier in museums and 
immersive attractions. Lens options 
allow the projector to be hidden above 
ceiling tiles with proper cooling.

Similarly, Barco introduced a new 
U-shaped “snorkel lens” as part of their 
ILD lens range (for I-series projectors) 
that makes hiding projectors out of 
view even easier.

Epson’s EB-XQ2030B 30,000-lumen 
projector cuts both size and 
weight dramatically thanks to a 
redesigned liquid cooling system 
called Advanced Cooling Engine 
(ACE), making previously challenging 
30,000-lumen installations far easier to 
accomplish.

The technology becomes almost 
invisible, allowing designers to preserve 
the illusion rather than accommodate 
equipment. That mindset extends 
beyond projection. Integrated 
media servers, compact control 
systems, smaller lighting relays, and 
simplified networking all contribute 
to environments where guests see less 
equipment and more storytelling.

AI finds practical 
applications
Artificial intelligence was impossible 
to ignore throughout InfoComm. 
Microsoft and Cisco both devoted their 
keynote presentations to AI-powered 
collaboration, while AVIXA built 

multiple show floor experiences around 
AI-driven workplace technologies, 
customer engagement, and broadcast 
production.

On the exhibit floor, however, AI often 
appeared in more practical forms. 
Rather than replacing operators, 
manufacturers are using AI to simplify 
complex workflows.

Disguise’s new version of Mapping 
Matter includes an enhanced projector 
and LED library along with AI-tools that 
help search for custom projector specs, 
discover compatible lenses and view a 
3D mesh of the chosen product.

With SwiftAgent, Barco introduced 
selectable AI-powered automation in 
its collaboration products, enabling 
intelligent speaker tracking, camera 
control, and smart switching workflows.

Museums and immersive 
experiences continue driving 
innovation
Although InfoComm serves a broad 
AV audience, museums and immersive 
attractions appeared to be one of the 
fastest-growing application areas. 
Many major manufacturers highlighted 
museum installations alongside themed 
entertainment.

•	 Pixera discussed work at the 
National WWI Museum and the 
Obama Presidential Center.

•	 Christie positioned its Spyder-S 
video processing platform for 
museums requiring large-scale LED 
visualization.

•	 Epson expanded their lens 
offerings with the H-Series lens 
lineup covering a throw ratio 

range from 0.35-11:1, with some 
options aimed specifically at 
immersive installations, plus its 
first dvLED solutions, the LE-C1 
Series, ideal for indoor signage 
applications like brightly lit museum 
lobbies.

•	 Barco partnered with Pufferfish 
on an interactive spherical 
display, powered by a Barco 
I600 projector, that could find 
applications ranging from museums 
to visitor centers and themed 
attractions.

These are no longer niche markets. 
Manufacturers increasingly view 
museums, immersive art, themed 
entertainment, and experience 
centers as primary drivers for product 
development.

An easier future
Perhaps the biggest takeaway from 
InfoComm 2026 was an emerging 
understanding of the role of technology 
in themed entertainment. The AV 
industry recognizes that today’s 
immersive attractions aren’t limited by 
technology’s capabilities as much as they 
are limited by complexity and cost.

As systems become larger, operators 
increasingly value products that reduce 
maintenance, simplify deployment, 
automate routine tasks, reduce expenses 
and improve long-term reliability. 
For attraction owners, museums, and 
experience designers, that’s welcome 
news.

InfoComm 2027 takes place in Orlando, 
Florida, from June 12-18, 2027. •
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Fall is one of the most important and 
challenging seasons on the theme 

park calendar. For operators, the goal is 
to offer compelling experiences while 
moving large crowds efficiently through 
the park. That balancing act becomes 
especially difficult when haunted houses 
are part of the mix. For chains such as 
Six Flags, high throughput is essential. 
Long waits can quickly undermine guest 
satisfaction, but pushing more people 
through a haunted house can also mean 
a faster, more compressed experience 
with fewer opportunities to build 
suspense and deliver a scare.

Some parks have experimented with a 
different approach: slow the experience 
down, make it more immersive, and 
charge a premium for the privilege. 
Busch Gardens Tampa Bay’s Alone and 
Universal Studios Japan’s Hotel Albert 
demonstrated the model’s potential, but 

these experiences have largely remained 
isolated offerings rather than part of a 
broader operating strategy.

The Conjuring: Beyond Fear offers a 
different kind of case study. Developed 
by Six Flags and Plague Productions 
in partnership with Warner Bros. 
Discovery Global Experiences, the 
20-minute interactive walkthrough is 
entering its second season at four Six 
Flags parks. The attraction offers a 
premium experience and something 
rare in the theme park haunt world: 
exclusivity. By reducing throughput and 
upping immersion, Six Flags is exploring 
whether guests will pay a premium to 
linger longer in a haunted attraction, and 
whether that model can work at scale.

The experience
The Conjuring: Beyond Fear runs during 
the fall at Cedar Point, Carowinds, 
Canada’s Wonderland, and Kings Island. 
Small groups spend roughly 20 minutes 
moving through 13 rooms drawn from 
the Warner Bros. horror film franchise, 
escorted by one of four guide characters, 
each themed to a different film in The 
Conjuring Universe. Rather than filing 
past scenes, guests are instead given a 
mission: recover cursed artifacts, carry 
the Annabelle doll from room to room, 
and lock her back in her case before the 
haunting escalates. In its debut season, 
Six Flags sold the experience under 
its SCREAMium premium brand as 
an upcharge option, on top of event 
admission.

SIX FL AGS, PL AGUE PRODUCTIONS, AND WARNER 
BROS. DISCOVERY GLOBAL E XPERIENCES INVEST 
IN PREMIUM INTERACTIVE HORROR WITH  THE 
CONJURING: BE YOND FE AR

by Philip Hernandez

Premium Halloween
In The Conjuring: Beyond Fear, UV lights reveal ghostly footsteps that lead to a 

wardrobe guests must crawl through to escape. All photos courtesy of Six Flags.
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“We wanted it to feel different from an 
escape room, so we created something 
that is a blend between both theatrical 
and maze experiences,” says Kelly 
Daugherty, Corporate Director of Live 
Entertainment at Six Flags Entertainment 
Corporation. For Jon Cooke, founder 
of Plague Productions, the haunted 
attraction design studio behind the 
experience, that north star of guest 
agency was the starting point. Giving 
guests a role to play and extending dwell 
time would be fundamentally different 
from other theme park haunted houses, 
and Cooke’s team began to brainstorm: 
How do we make it more than just a 
haunted house?

The solution was making interactivity 
part of the scare. “Going back to basics 
on haunted houses, a distraction can 
set up a really strong scare,” Cooke says. 
“By giving them a mission, we’re giving 
them actions, and as they are completing 
these tasks, we’re setting up big scares.” 
In one scene built from the first film’s 
hide-and-clap game, guests clap in an 
apparently normal room, hear a clap 
answer back, and watch the lights shift 
to UV, revealing footprints that lead to a 
wardrobe. The scare comes from above, 
and guests must then crawl between the 
walls to get out.

“We were aiming for roughly one minute 
per scene, but if the scenes take too long, 
our actors adjust to keep the show on 
time,” Cooke said.

The four guide characters escort groups 
through the experience and hand off to 
one another at the transitions as the story 
crosses from one film’s world into the 
next. “One disappearing and another one 
coming in is what helped bridge those 
gaps,” Cooke says. The guides set the 

pacing and the urgency, and they carry 
the exposition load that a ten-second 
maze room never could. Live actors 
throughout the rooms respond to each 
group in real time, adjusting to guests 
who lean in and guests who hang back.

The technology backbone
To create an experience this ambitious 
requires a lot of technology, all housed 
in permanent buildings. Every scene 
is networked back to a central control 
room over a Q-SYS system, with each 
scene triggered live by an actor. That 
architecture gives operations real-time 
visibility into pacing. “If scene seven 
is supposed to get triggered every 60 
seconds but it’s getting triggered every 
minute thirty, we need to speed this up,” 
Cooke says. “In real time, we’re able to 
tell the guides to get through this part 
faster.” Technicians can also remote 
in to diagnose and fix bugs without 
stopping the show. “It’s definitely 
quite a bit more tech firepower than 
we’re putting into a standard haunt 
attraction,” Cooke says.

Lighting follows the same philosophy 
of dense capability in a small footprint. 
Gantom fixtures handle roughly 90 
percent of the lighting in the experience. 
“It’s a great product, it’s versatile, and we 
really love the smaller fixtures,” Cooke 
says. “Being able to get the firepower 
out of this tiny fixture that you’d get out 
of a larger fixture is really good for us 
from an immersive standpoint, because 
guests are not seeing these giant fixtures.” 
The unified control also compresses 
troubleshooting. “We don’t have to go 
find the controller behind the wall and 
chase the cable,” he says. “In real time 
we know about an issue and how to fix it 
while keeping the show running.”

Betting on premium and IP
Beyond betting on a premium 
experience, The Conjuring: Beyond Fear 
was also a wager that fans would respond 
to IP at the legacy Cedar Fair properties. 
After Six Flags debuted IP mazes across 
the legacy Six Flags parks in 2024 
(including The Conjuring Universe, 
Saw, Stranger Things, Trick ‘r Treat, 
Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and Army of 
the Dead), the newly merged company 

As a premium attraction with a lower throughput by design, “The Conjuring: Beyond Fear” provides 
guests with unique fear-inducing experiences, such as crawling between walls in confined spaces.
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decided to bring branded haunts to 
parks that had never had them before: 
Cedar Point, Kings Island, Carowinds, 
and Canada’s Wonderland.

“With any new experience or attraction, 
we strive to capture what will resonate 
for our guests through various survey 
platforms, so we don’t go blindly into 
new projects,” Daugherty says. Still, 
she is candid about the risk. “With 
anything new, you’re going to take a bit 
of a gamble, even if you do all of the 
homework.”

After setting the north star direction, 
Six Flags reached Plague Productions, 
with whom they have an extensive 
working relationship, to execute. Plague 
Productions has worked with Six 
Flags and legacy Cedar Fair for most 
of Cooke’s career, and Daugherty calls 
the studio one of their most trusted 
creative and fabrication partners. 
“Six Flags dictated how we were to 
use the IP. We got to dictate what the 
experience was,” Cooke recalled.

Four installations                     
in three months
The trust between Six Flags, Warner 
Bros. Discovery Global Experiences, 
and Plague Productions was critical 
because all four installations had to be 
completed in roughly three months. 
Although the four installations 
share scenes, sequencing, characters, 
and props, each occupies a unique 
footprint.

Plague designed the show for quick 
adaptation, with modular set pieces 
that reconfigure easily to each space. 
Programming also helped speed up 
the install; the control system was 
programmed once, then copied to 

the other locations. “The first one 
was important to get up as quickly as 
possible to give us time to fine-tune, 
and from there the other ones fell in 
line,” Cooke said.

A permanent footprint
Three of the four builds went into 
spaces that had never housed a 
haunted attraction, with the parks 
handling demolition, construction, and 
power. At Canada’s Wonderland, the 
experience occupies a level inside the 
park’s signature mountain that did not 
exist a month before installation began.

“A park only has so much footprint and 
so many indoor spaces,” Daugherty 
explained. “Anytime there’s an 
opportunity to do an entertainment 
activation in a space that’s a little 
more permanent, we will jump on it, 
because we can quickly reactivate the 
experience.” A permanent building 
also protects a technology investment; 
the density of show control, audio, and 
lighting inside The Conjuring: Beyond 
Fear is not the kind of system a park 
wants to tear down and rebuild every 
September.

Because the buildings stay dressed, 
Carowinds reopened its installation this 
spring for the park’s first Scream Break, 
a standalone spring event that ran April 
3-12, 2026. “That was something we 
hadn’t done at Carowinds, and that was 
fun for the guests,” Daugherty says.

Lessons learned
For Six Flags, The Conjuring: Beyond 
Fear represents more than an 
experiment in premium Halloween. It 
is an attempt to rethink the economics 
and operating model of the haunted 
attraction itself. By slowing the 

experience down, giving guests an 
active role, and investing in permanent 
infrastructure, the company is testing 
whether fewer guests can generate 
greater value when the experience is 
deeper and more exclusive. If guests 
continue to respond, the model could 
offer operators another way to balance 
the competing demands of throughput, 
immersion, and revenue. And for 
haunted attraction designers, it may 
signal that the future of Halloween is not 
necessarily about getting more people 
through the door, but giving some of 
them a reason to stay longer. • 

Philip Hernandez is a journalist reporting 
on the themed entertainment industry. He 
is also the CEO of Gantom Lighting and 
Publisher of both the Haunted Attraction 
Network and Seasonal Entertainment Source 
Magazine. Based in Los Angeles, he co-hosts 
the Green Tagged podcast weekly. He can be 
reached at: hernandez.philip@gmail.com
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Don Iwerks, who passed away 
on July 9, 2026, just short of 

his 97th birthday, was a pioneering 
developer of camera and projection 
technologies for cinema and 
attractions. I met Don a couple of 
times at industry conferences. The 
first was a meeting of the Large 
Format Cinema Association (LFCA) 
in Los Angeles, where I approached 
a man from behind that I thought 
to be Graeme Ferguson, co-founder 
of IMAX. It turned out to be Don. 
(In my defense, they had similar 
haircuts, and glasses, and it was a 
dark theater.) He said, “Sorry. I’m 
Don. But if you do find Graeme, tell 
him to stop looking like me and that 
I’m a big fan of his work.” At later 
events, he would see me, walk over 
to say hi, ask how I was doing, and 
remind me “I’m still not Graeme.” As 
you’ll see throughout this piece, Don 
was a humble and quiet individual, 
but he also had a great sense of 
humor.

edited by Joe Kleiman

Don Iwerks: Memories 
of the legendary 

camera man

The son of Disney animator Ub Iwerks, 
Don followed his father’s footsteps into 
a career at the Walt Disney Studios, 
after which he co-founded the specialty 
cinema company Iwerks Entertainment 
in 1985 with former Disney executive 
Stan Kinsey. With both companies, 
he worked on new technologies for 
the capture and presentation of film, 
including 360 degree and 3D cinema. 
With Iwerks Entertainment he and his 
team developed economically viable 
solutions for giant screen cinemas and 
motion simulators. The company’s 
Cinetropolis concept, which would open 
at the Foxwoods Resort in Connecticut, 
featured new applications for video 
projection, including a seamless 
360-degree theater which showed 
documentaries during the day and 
become a nightclub in the later hours, 
along with an interactive virtual ride 
developed with visualization company 
Evans & Sutherland. Don was from 
the analog era, but his innovations and 
vision crossed over to the digital age.

In 1993, Iwerks Entertainment became a 
publicly traded company and, in 2002, was 
acquired by SimEx, resulting in the creation 
of SimEx-Iwerks Entertainment. 

Don was father to four children, including 
documentary filmmaker Leslie Iwerks, 
who also worked at Iwerks Entertainment. 
He was also the recipient of two Oscars. In 
1998, he received the Gordon E. Sawyer 
Award, given by the Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences to “an individual 
in the motion picture industry whose 
technological contributions have brought 
credit to the industry.” The following year, 
Iwerks Entertainment received a Scientific 
and Technical Achievement Oscar for its 8 
perforation/70mm linear loop projection 
system.

To celebrate his career, we invited 
colleagues from Don’s time with Disney 
and Iwerks Entertainment to share their 
memories and reflect on his legacy.

-Joe Kleiman, InPark Magazine

Don Iwerks at Walt Disney Studios. All photos courtesy of Stan Kinsey.
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Tisa Poe – “I’m just 
Don”
Tisa Poe served as a 
Project Manager at Iwerks 
Entertainment from 1990-
1994. She is currently a Senior Show 
Producer at Walt Disney Imagineering.

I had graduated with a degree in 
architecture during a recession and 
I was looking for any design type of 
role. Iwerks had run an ad for a theater 
designer/drafter, so I applied for that, 
and I was lucky enough to get selected. I 
remember the first day I met Don. I was 
so scared and I said, “Hello, Mr. Iwerks,” 
and he responded, “Mr. Iwerks is my 
father. I’m just Don.” So that should have 
made me feel more comfortable, but I 
was still so nervous because he really 
had a presence about him. You knew that 
you wanted his respect because it meant 
something. 

I think Don was just such a genuine 
person. When we would go visit clients, 
sometimes it would be a contentious 
relationship because they wanted 
something faster or cheaper. But when 
Don entered the room, it didn’t matter. 
Everybody thought, “This is the real 
deal. We’re going to be serious. We’re 
going to be respectful. We’re so excited 
he’s here, and it’s an honor to meet him.” 
It was amazing to watch that. Don was 
just himself. 

There was a sense of family, and it was 
a very flat organization. If you needed 
to talk to Don, you went and talked to 
Don, and we were all pulling together 
on our adventure. And I think it made it 
feel like it was a team goal as opposed to 
an individual goal. And I think a lot of 
that came from Don. He was not in it for 
his own personal credit. He just wanted 
to make sure the company honored his 

father’s name and the team of people 
working there.

Stan Kinsey – “He 
was like a father 
figure”
Stan Kinsey worked 
with Don Iwerks at Disney prior to co-
founding Iwerks Entertainment in 1985, 
where he served as Chairman and CEO 
through 1996. He is currently Founder 
and CEO of MyFamilyArchive, a cloud-
based web app for documenting one’s 
family’s history and best memories.

I came to Disney out of Wall Street. 
I’d been at Goldman Sachs and I was 
brought in to help raise capital for 
EPCOT Center, working with the CFO 
and the CEO through that stage from 
1980 to 1982. Then I became Head of 
Operations and New Technologies for 
the studio. Under that banner of Head of 
Operations included Don’s department, 
the Machine Shop/Camera department, 
as one of about 20 different departments 
that were in the Disney Operations 
division. And Don and I struck it up 
right away.

He was like a father figure to some 
degree, saying whether we were crazy or 
whether something could be done, and 
we trusted him. Many ideas were coming 
from the Iwerks team and Don, at age 
62 or so, sure loved to jump in there to 
figure out how we were going to make 
it happen. So many of these people at 
Iwerks went on to amazing careers in the 
industry, and it was a true team effort; 
Don would be the first to say that. 
One thing I appreciated about Don was 
that he was one of the most honest and 
forthright people I ever worked with. 
And, indeed, in our ten years together, I 
can’t recall having an argument with him.

Mike Frueh – 
“He’s now in the 
company of da 
Vinci”
Mike Frueh joined Iwerks 
Entertainment in 1988 and is currently 
Senior Vice President, Licensing 
& Distribution for SimEx-Iwerks 
Entertainment.

One of my favorite memories is from 
2022, when I had the opportunity to visit 
Don and his wife, Betty, at their home 
in Ojai, California. Don gave me a tour 
of his workshop, and I was absolutely 
blown away by what I saw. There were 
paintings, photographs, sculptures, 
machine tools, and even equipment 
he still used to fabricate parts for the 
many projects he was restoring. Don 
was one of those rare people whose 
talents seemed to have no limits. I like 
to imagine he’s now in the company of 
Leonardo da Vinci, exchanging ideas and 
inspiring one another.

George Wade – 
“We’re going to do 
three degrees of 
motion”
George Wade was Vice 
President of Business Development 
at Iwerks Entertainment from 1991-
1995. He is currently President of Bay 
Laurel Advisors, which advises major 
entertainment companies and assists 
in the development of strategic and 
creative strategies in Location Based 
Entertainment.

I first got to know Don in 1981, when 
he was in charge of the studio Machine 
Shop, and I had been hired by what 
was then WED Enterprises to be the 
Special Effects Coordinator for WED, 
and part of what special effects included 
was all projection. So I had to learn a 
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tremendous amount about the 1980s 
version of the art of projection, including 
projectors themselves, bin loop cabinets, 
and all of the other devices that Don’s 
team had invented for the Disney theme 
parks that were then being installed at 
EPCOT. That’s when I really first had 
the opportunity to get to know Don’s 
personality.

In 1991, I joined Iwerks Entertainment, 
and at that point, they had perfected 
the Turbo Tour 2-seat technology. It 
was a joint venture between Iwerks and 
a hydraulics company called Vickers 
Incorporated. The idea was to take 
platform simulation and make it so it 
could be done in a theater. It succeeded 
because of Don’s engineering genius. He 
worked closely with the engineers at the 
other company and decided to do three 
degrees of freedom (DOF) motion at a 
time when everyone thought that you 
always had to have 6DOF to be able to 
have great simulation. [Editor’s note: A 
3DOF motion base tilts forwards and 
back, pivots side to side, and moves up 
and down. A 6DOF motion base features 
the same movements, but also physically 
moves left, right, forward and backward, 
and swivels left and right.]

There was a humanity to Don that 
in many respects is extremely rare. I 
communicated with him a few times over 
the past years via email and he was always 
asking how my family was doing. There 
was just a kindness about him that always 
stood out and remains with me.

Greg MacGillivray 
– “The images will 
be much more 
impactful”
Greg MacGillivray is an 
award-winning documentary filmmaker 

and Chairman of MacGillivray Freeman 
Films, specializing in giant screen 
format films. His first IMAX film – “To 
Fly!” – celebrates its fiftieth anniversary 
this year.

We made a film for Mazda that was 
shown in Las Vegas. It was a Cinerama 
kind of film on three screens, wrapping 
around the audience. We had three 
projectors all running in sync. Disney 
had done that quite often with three 
screens and nine screens (CircleVision), 
so I called Don and said, “I just want 
to pick your brain for an hour or so, if 
that’s okay.” I drove up to Burbank and 
interviewed him. He just couldn’t have 
been a more wonderful character.

The next time I met Don Iwerks, we 
were hired to do the CircleVision film 
about China for EPCOT. I wanted to do 
some specialized photography with the 
nine cameras. They’re 35mm cameras 
with lenses that occupy one ninth of 
the circle. I said, “The skies in China 
are going to be mostly white, and those 
skies are going to kill the beauty of the 
images because of cross-reflection from 
the screens.” I needed special filters to 
darken the sky in a selective way. Don 
and I figured out how to do that but Don 
was the guy that made it happen, because 
he had credibility at Disney. He was able 
to say to them, “You know, even though 
it’s costing us another $10,000 to do this, 
it’s worth it. Let’s get this done because 
the images will be prettier and much 
more impactful on the CircleVision 
screen.”

And that was Don. You could trust him. 
His knowledge was so deep that you 
could rely on him. You didn’t have to go 
to ten different sources to find the right 
solution. He would know it right away. 

I loved the guy. He was just the best 
up in Hollywood, for sure. And he was 
wonderful to be around.

Jon Corfino – “Hey, 
that’s a great idea”
Jon Corfino served as 
Executive Vice President, 
Production & Distribution 
at Iwerks Entertainment from 1993-
1999. He is currently Vice President, 
Creative at Universal Creative.

I’d been at Iwerks for a few weeks when I 
got a call that Don wanted to see me. The 
whole time on the way to the meeting 
I thought, “Okay, did I do something 
wrong?” I went into his office and he was 
just the sweetest, kindest man. Don was 
strictly concerned with how I was feeling 
and if everything was okay. He wanted to 
know if there was anything he could do 
to help me with my job. And all I could 
think was “Wow!” It really set a tone 
that continued to crystallize through 
my years at Iwerks about Don and and 
the culture that he and Stan established 
there.

There were two elements of the Iwerks 
culture that were special to me. One of 
them was that when you get a bunch of 
talented individuals that are focused in 
a singular direction, magic can happen. 
That’s equally applicable to a company 
or a project team. I have carried that 
with me when I had my own business, 
was working with established teams, and 
even now at Universal.

The other thing that was fantastic 
about Iwerks was that you could be 
in a meeting one day and have a good 
idea, and somebody would say, “Hey, 
that’s a great idea.” And then, two days 
later, somebody would tell you a story 
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about how somebody who wasn’t even 
in that meeting heard that you had a 
good idea. It was a very positive place. 
It wasn’t political; everybody was just so 
supportive and was on the same page, 
and it was a very special time.

Bob Rogers – 
“Those cels were 
made of nitrate, 
which is TNT”
Bob Rogers is a former 
Disney Imagineer who founded BRC 
Imagination Arts in 1981. He received 
the Themed Entertainment Association’s 
Buzz Price Award for a Lifetime of 
Outstanding Achievement and is an 
inductee in the IAAPA Hall of Fame.

It’s hard to imagine that Don is gone. 
Don was like a lighthouse in my life, a 
light that illuminated the past, present, 
and the future, connecting us to both his 
father, Ub Iwerks, the legendary original 
partner of Walt Disney and to his 
daughter, Leslie Iwerks, the multi-award 
winning documentarian and author 
whose work carries the Disney and the 
Imagineering heritage forward, sharing it 
with the next generation of creators.
Don was forever in service to others, 
generous with his talent, his knowledge, 
and his most precious resource: time. 
Early in my career, at a time time when 
there was nothing in my resume to 
suggest I was worthy of his attention, he 
helped me, advised me and treated me as 
if I were a colleague. It wasn’t just me. He 
treated everyone with that kind of care, 
humanity, and respect.

There are many wonderful stories about 
his sense of humor. I once asked him, 
“Did your father ever bring home any of 
those original Mickey Mouse drawings 
or cels? Today they would be worth at 
least five figures each.”

“Oh, yes,” Don answered. “We had quite 
a few of those.”

“Do you still have them?”

“Oh, sad story there. In the old days 
those cels were made of nitrate, which 
is TNT. When we were just boys my 
brother and I discovered that if you 
rolled them up real tight and put a match 
to them they made a pretty good smoke 
bomb. Of course, now we wish we hadn’t 
done that. But it was pretty good fun at 
the time.”

Eric Rodli – “It 
was always about 
doing the right 
thing”
Eric Rodli served as 
President and Chief Financial Officer 
of Iwerks Entertainment from 1988-
1994. He is currently chair of interactive 
media company Simgraphics.

I had the privilege of being Employee 
#13 with Iwerks Entertainment, which 

is where I first met Don. In fact, my first 
meeting with Don was an interview for 
a job. Stan Kinsey wanted to bring in a 
consultant with strategic capabilities to 
help them figure out which products 
and which markets to pursue. Don was 
a perfect gentleman, and we had a 
very long and detailed interview. He 
quickly determined that I knew nothing 
about the entertainment business; I 
really had never been a salesperson, 
nor had a technical background. He 
asked why I thought I could still help. 
I told him that I’m a quick learner and 
if he were to teach me, I would do my 
best to help. He did. I spent countless 
hours in his office and in the shop 
listening to Don. He always made time 
and I owe a huge gratitude because it 
helped me support Don and Stan in 
growing Iwerks Entertainment and 
launched my career in the entertainment 
technology industry. 

However, by far, what Don contributed 
to the success of Iwerks was a moral 
code of behavior and decision-
making. With Don, it was always 
about doing the right thing, no matter 
what the situation, the challenges or 
consequences.  He laid the foundation 
for a culture at Iwerks which attracted 
amazing people who then created some 
great technologies and attractions.

Don deserved his Oscar for all he did for 
the entertainment technology industry at 
Disney and with Iwerks Entertainment, 
but his greatest contribution to so many 
people who had the chance to work with 
him was his daily demonstration of the 
importance of character and integrity. • 

Don Iwerks in front of an Iwerks Theatre System.
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Competitive socializing has quickly 
evolved from a niche concept into 

an increasingly important segment of 
the location based entertainment (LBE) 
industry. By combining familiar games 
with food and beverage, engaging 
environments and technology, operators 
are creating destinations that encourage 
guests to stay longer, socialize more and 
return often.

While many of the earliest concepts 
emerged in the U.K., the trend has 
expanded across mainland Europe, 
creating opportunities for operators 
looking to offer experiences that appeal 
to families during the day and adults 

in the evening. At the same time, 
technology is becoming less about flashy 
features and more about removing 
friction, enhancing gameplay and 
encouraging interaction between guests.

Jora Vision entered this space with 
RemarkaBall, its interactive mini golf 
system that combines traditional putting 
with automated scoring, skill games and 
cooperative gameplay. Since launching in 
2022, the product has expanded across 
Europe and into the Middle East, while 
the company has continued to develop 
its approach to competitive socializing 
with the introduction of TripleShot Pool. 

RemarkaBall evolved in part from the 
company’s decades of design work for 
indoor mini golf courses as well as 
its 2009 Thea Awarded work on The 
Forgotten Mine course at Molenheide in 
Belgium. 

For Jora Vision CEO Jan Maarten de 
Raad, the development of these products 
represents more than an expansion 
of the company’s portfolio. It is an 
opportunity to apply the company’s 
experience in themed entertainment and 

attraction design to products that can 
be developed, tested and refined across 
multiple locations.

“Developing products like RemarkaBall 
allow us to implement and refine these 
new technologies, incorporating skills we 
developed from decades creating dark 
rides and attractions,” says de Raad. “It’s 
exciting to now see RemarkaBall being 
followed up by TripleShot Pool. Both 
demonstrate how contemporary design, 
technology and gameplay merge into a 
single integrated experience.”

That product strategy is becoming 
an increasingly important part of 
Jora Vision’s business alongside its 
bespoke project work. RemarkaBall has 
found applications in FECs, bars and 
restaurants, while TripleShot Pool offers 
another format for operators looking 
to maximize their available space and 
appeal to social groups.

“The products are a response to what we 
see happening in the market,” de Raad 
says. “We want to provide operators with 
the best tools available to meet their 
customers’ needs.”

interview by Martin Palicki

Above: RemarkaBall combines mini golf with proven gaming concepts and a simplified automatic scoring system. All photos courtesy Jora Vision.

JORA VISION E XPANDS ITS COMPE TITIVE SOCIALIZING PORTFOLIO

A game where every skill counts

Jan Maarten de Raad
Jora Vision
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For Anthony Nelemans, Head of Product  
for Jora Vision and RemarkaBall, the 
opportunity is ultimately about using 
technology to make familiar games more 
social rather than simply making them 
more technologically advanced. He spoke 
with InPark about RemarkaBall’s growth 
in Europe, the evolution of competitive 
socializing and how Jora Vision sees the 
category developing.

RemarkaBall launched in 2022. How 
has the rollout progressed over the past 
few years?

Anthony Nelemans: Jora Vision had 
already designed several themed 
mini golf attractions before launching 
RemarkaBall, so we understood both the 
operational side of mini golf and what 
makes it enjoyable for guests. Around 
the same time, we began seeing the 
emergence of competitive socializing.

The trend really gained momentum 
after COVID because people wanted 
opportunities to reconnect. We saw 
successful standalone concepts in the 
U.K. centered on mini golf, shuffleboard 
and upscale bowling, but we also 
recognized that mainland Europe 
presents different challenges, starting 
with smaller footprints. As such, 
operators need attractions that deliver a 
strong return in a more compact space.

That thinking shaped RemarkaBall 
from the beginning. We developed a 
product designed to balance footprint, 
investment level and guest capacity 
without sacrificing the experience.

Our first installation opened in France in 
2022 and generated significant attention. 
Since then we’ve expanded throughout 
France, Switzerland and Belgium, and 
we’re now seeing rapid growth in the 
Netherlands and Germany as the market 
continues to mature.

Why has Europe become such a strong 
market for competitive socializing?

We’re seeing the same pattern that 
first developed in the U.K. Guests, 
especially younger adults, are looking 
for experiences that let them spend 
time together rather than simply going 
out for drinks. Games create a natural 
icebreaker. Instead of everyone looking 
at their phones, they immediately have 
something to interact around. The 
activity sparks conversation, laughter 
and friendly competition.

What’s interesting is that technology isn’t 
really the attraction. The technology 
works best when guests forget it’s there. 
It removes friction by automatically 
keeping score, organizing gameplay and 
handling the mechanics, allowing people 
to focus on enjoying time together. That’s 
ultimately what competitive socializing 
is about. Technology supports the 
experience, but the real product is the 
social interaction.

How does RemarkaBall use technology 
differently than a traditional 
interactive mini golf course?

Automatic scoring is the foundation 
because it removes one of the biggest 

interruptions during play. Once that 
foundation is in place, technology can 
create much richer interactions. We’ve 
designed several gameplay variations 
that encourage guests to interact with 
each other rather than simply taking 
turns putting.

For example, one of our skill holes 
presents trivia questions that players 
answer by putting through different 
tunnels. Success depends not only on 
putting ability but also on knowing the 
right answer. We also have collaborative 
challenges where members of the 
group influence each other’s gameplay. 
Those moments create conversation 
and laughter because guests are actively 
participating in each other’s experience 
rather than simply waiting for their turn.

We always ask ourselves how technology 
can make the game more social, not just 
more digital.

France has become your largest market 
so far. What has driven that success?

France adopted competitive socializing 
earlier than some neighboring countries, 
and our first installation there helped 
demonstrate what interactive mini golf 
could become. Today we have four 
locations operating in France, with two 
more under construction.

Germany is now beginning to experience 
similar growth, particularly in cities 
such as Berlin, Hamburg and Munich, 
where operators are investing in new 
multi-activity entertainment concepts. 
The Netherlands is following a similar 
path. Over the past year we’ve seen 
tremendous momentum there, including 
multiple projects with Hollywood 
Entertainment Center. It’s exciting 

Anthony Nelemans
Jora Vision
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because we’re watching the trend 
continue to spread across Europe.

Where do you see the greatest 
opportunities for future growth?

Germany remains one of our biggest 
opportunities simply because of the 
size of the market and the number of 
entertainment projects now entering 
development.

The United States is another important 
focus. Competitive socializing is already 
well established there, but we believe 
there’s still significant room for growth as 
operators continue looking for new ways 
to differentiate their venues.

Competitive socializing has become 
one of the hottest trends in location 
based entertainment. Where do you see 
it heading over the next several years?

The first generation of competitive 
socializing venues was often built 
around a single activity, whether that 
was mini golf, shuffleboard or bowling. 
That worked well in large markets like 
London, where there’s a huge population 
and strong tourism.

For many markets, though, I think the 
future lies in multi-activity entertainment 
centers that combine several experiences 
under one roof. Guests have more reasons 
to visit, and they have more reasons to 
return because they can enjoy something 
different each time.

The next step is making those activities 
feel like one connected experience 
instead of separate attractions sharing 
the same building. Today you might have 
mini golf from one supplier, bowling 
from another and shuffleboard from 

someone else. They’re all enjoyable, 
but they operate independently. I think 
there’s an opportunity to connect them 
through a shared digital ecosystem, 
where guests have one profile, one 
leaderboard and one ongoing experience 
that continues from one activity to the 
next. That’s very much the direction 
we’re exploring at Jora Vision. 

RemarkaBall is offered as a white-label 
product. Why was that important?

Every venue has its own identity, so we 
wanted operators to be able to make 
RemarkaBall their own. The gameplay 
itself remains consistent because those 
games have been thoroughly tested, but 
the visual design can be customized to 
match each property’s brand. Colors, 
finishes, graphics and environmental 
theming can all be adapted to fit the 
overall experience.

Because Jora Vision is fundamentally a 
design company, we often help clients 
think beyond the attraction itself. We 
look at how the game integrates into the 
surrounding environment, from lighting 
and media to the overall guest journey.

We’re also beginning to integrate venue-
wide audiovisual effects. If someone 
scores a hole-in-one, for example, the 
lighting, audio and digital signage can all 
respond instantly, turning an individual 
achievement into a shared moment that 
everyone notices. Those small moments 
create energy inside the venue and 
encourage guests to celebrate together.

How important is theming to the 
success of these venues?

It’s extremely important because people 
aren’t just coming to play a game 

anymore. They’re choosing places where 
they want to spend an evening with 
friends.

Older family entertainment centers were 
often designed around the attraction 
itself. Today’s social gaming venues 
are destinations. Guests come for the 
atmosphere as much as the activities.

That’s where our background in themed 
entertainment becomes valuable. We 
understand how design influences 
guest behavior and how environments 
encourage people to stay longer, order 
another drink or share photos on social 
media.

For one of our current projects with 
Hollywood Entertainment Center 
in the Netherlands, we’re designing 
much more than the mini golf course. 
The environment itself is part of the 
attraction, with large-format graphics, 
integrated lighting and immersive 
décor that creates memorable photo 
opportunities throughout the venue.

You’ve recently introduced TripleShot 
Pool. What inspired the development 
of a second product?

As RemarkaBall expanded, we began 
studying how guests moved through 
different venues and how operators used 
their available space. One challenge we 
consistently found was that many social 
gaming attractions require dedicated 
bays where a single group occupies one 
area for an extended period. That works 
well, but it also limits guest capacity. 
We wanted to create a more compact 
attraction with a carousel-style flow, 
allowing guests to move from one table 
to the next while maintaining a premium 
experience.
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TripleShot Pool delivers that. It requires 
a much smaller footprint than mini golf, 
offers a lower investment for operators 
and offers a comparable guest experience. 
It also complements RemarkaBall without 
competing with it.

How does TripleShot Pool differ from 
traditional billiards?

It’s inspired by cue sports, but it’s really 
its own game. Players use a cue, but 
every table presents a different challenge 
with multiple scoring opportunities. On 
each table there’s an easy shot, a medium 
challenge and a much more difficult trick 
shot. That creates an interesting balance 
because players decide how much risk 
they want to take. Someone with little 
experience can still play competitively, 
while more experienced players can 
challenge themselves with higher-
value shots. Technology also supports 
tournament play, automated scoring and 
personalized features.

One feature we’re especially excited 
about is TrickShot Playback. When 
someone successfully completes the 
most difficult shot, the system captures 
and replays their reaction. It’s a simple 
feature, but it creates moments that 
people naturally want to share.

Who is TripleShot Pool designed for?

RemarkaBall appeals to a broad 
audience. During the day we see families, 
birthday parties and younger guests. In 
the evenings the audience shifts toward 
young adults, corporate events and social 
groups.

TripleShot Pool was designed specifically 
with that evening audience in mind. 
It fits naturally into corporate outings, 
team-building events and adult social 
experiences while still remaining 
accessible to players of all skill levels.

How do these products fit into Jora 
Vision’s long-term strategy?

At Jora Vision we’ve always been 
interested in designing experiences 
rather than simply designing attractions. 
That philosophy comes directly from our 
work in themed entertainment, where 
every creative decision is made with the 
guest experience in mind.

When we looked at competitive 
socializing, we saw an opportunity to 
apply that same thinking. Rather than 
simply adding technology to traditional 
games, we wanted to rethink how those 
games could encourage interaction, 
conversation and memorable shared 
experiences. RemarkaBall was the first 
step. TripleShot Pool expands that vision, 
and we’re already exploring additional 
concepts that can work together as part 
of a connected entertainment ecosystem. • 

TripleShot Pool offers operators a competitive socializing experience in a small footprint.
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When the business world 
appears to be retreating from 

IDEA (inclusion, diversity, equity 
and accessibility), it’s easy to become 
discouraged and lose momentum. Yet, it 
is during these times of challenge when 
the work we do as an industry is needed 
most. As experience creators, we have an 
opportunity to build spaces where people 
can feel and be welcomed through the 
stories we tell and the design choices we 
make. And yes, despite the mounting 
legal, cultural and social pressure, the 
decisions we make to include or exclude 
still matter.

The news cycle may be broadcasting that 
inclusion is “dead,” but IDEA isn’t going 
away - it’s evolving. 

This public rollback we’re witnessing 
is, in many cases, a quiet repackaging 
of inclusive initiatives under less 
politicized terms, such as “belonging” 
and “workplace culture.” A recent 
survey by Catalyst and the Meltzer 
Center for Diversity, Inclusion and 
Belonging1 found that approximately 
80% of employees and leaders say their 
organization remains committed to 
diversity, inclusion and fairness, with 
the majority agreeing that these efforts 
strengthen their companies and result 

“Inclusion is for 
everyone – and it’s  
good for business” 

in positive business outcomes. Although 
the prevailing narrative reduces IDEA 
to a demographic check-the-box 
approach, it actually is a human-centric 
approach that enables us all to operate, 
communicate, and collaborate better. 
Indeed, the benefits of inclusion have 
been well documented over the years, 
resulting in a wide variety of gains, 
including improved talent retention, 
better and faster decision-making, and 
higher innovation. It’s no surprise that 
when we create spaces where people feel 
valued and safe, workplaces thrive. 

In the experience industry, an inclusive 
business is prepared to weather skill 
shortages, has the cultural competence to 
participate in a changing global market, 
and possesses the tools and perspectives 
needed to design more inclusive and 
accessible experiences.

Even in today’s charged political climate, 
leaders across all sectors recognize that 
inclusion is an investment in business 
resiliency and a measurable driver of 
economic growth. Inclusive companies 
are up to 39% more likely to outperform 
financially,2 while companies that have 
stagnated or retreated from inclusion 
efforts take a hit to their reputation, 
talent strategy, and their bottom line. 

Take Target, for instance. Its market 
share took a massive hit after it scaled 
back its inclusion initiatives. Meanwhile, 
by doubling down on its values, Costco 
gained a competitive advantage, winning 
over an increasingly multicultural 
consumer base – with Latine households 
alone driving a good share of this 
growth.

This reflects a much broader shift in 
purchasing behaviors. A majority of 
consumers believe that companies 
have a responsibility to address societal 
challenges and they are aligning their 
purchasing power with their values, with 
70% reporting they are more likely to buy 
from companies who actively champion 
inclusion.3 This number goes up for 
women, who control approximately 

by Nicolle Figueroa Rosado, Big Break Foundation
Nicolle Figueroa Rosado, 
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$31.8 trillion of the global economy. 
With women making up the majority 
of visitors across many top-ranking 
attractions, this is an especially relevant 
statistic for the location based experience 
(LBE) industry. 

Similarly, younger generations, especially 
Gen Z consumers, divest from brands 
that abandon their IDEA efforts, a 
pattern we can expect will translate to 
the experience economy as well. Notably, 
as Baby Boomers reduce leisure travel 
with age, these younger generations are 
expected to dominate the travel market, 
accounting for over half of the U.S. 
leisure trips by 2030.4 With a visitor base 
that is growing increasingly diverse in 
age, race, ethnicity, language, culture, 
and ability, it’s vital that we as an industry 
recognize IDEA is not a trend, but a core 
business imperative.

Caught between such conflicting 
business and regulatory demands, many 
company leaders are left in a difficult 
position, grappling to uphold their 
inclusive values while also managing risk. 

It’s natural that some may be tempted to 
walk back their IDEA commitments, but 
it’s during these inflection points that 
we need to reaffirm our commitments. 
Not only does it erode trust and alienate 
supporters when companies turn on 
their espoused values, but it ignores 
long-term business viability in favor of 
stopgap solutions. 

Future-ready companies recognize that 
this period is part of a longstanding 
cycle in our history, and rather than 
wait for the IDEA pendulum to swing 
back around, this is an opportunity for 
the industry to evaluate and finesse its 
inclusive strategies.

The question then becomes: how 
can the LBE industry safely navigate 
today’s complex regulatory and social 
landscape? While the approaches vary 
by organization – with heightened 
scrutiny for Federal contractors and 
subcontractors – businesses can still 
execute an IDEA strategy that balances 
legal compliance with organizational 
impact.

Take hiring practices, for instance. 
Instead of demographic quotas, 
employers can address the root cause 
of disparities by creating structured 
interviews with consistent identity-
neutral criteria, or actively recruiting 
from colleges, networks and job boards 
that serve historically underrepresented 
talent, such as Historically Black 
Colleges (HBCUs) and Hispanic Serving 
Institutions (HSIs).

When it comes to embedding IDEA into 
creative processes, one approach could 
be to train teams on inclusive design 
methodologies, such as Universal Design 
and Participatory Design. By helping to 
shift how we design and who we design 
for, the result is an experience that is 
welcoming and accessible to the widest 
possible audience.

No matter what adaptations companies 
make to align with the current legal 
constraints, clear communication 
throughout the process is vital for 
preserving trust. Looking ahead, this 
period may very well continue to put our 
leadership skills to the test. Fortunately, 
our industry already has all the tools 
required to engineer a way forward. By 
channeling our trademark creativity, 
innovation and collaboration, we can 
build workplace cultures resilient enough 
to weather whatever comes next. • 

As Programs Director and Co-Leader of Big 
Break Foundation, Nicolle Figueroa Rosado 
oversees the organization’s talent initiatives 
and programs dedicated to advancing equity, 
access, and representation across the LBE 
industry. Her work supports organizations 
in creating sustainable and data-driven 
IDEA solutions that are good for people, for 
business, and for the LBE industry at large.

Nicolle from Big Break Foundation leads an IDEA session with B 
Morrow Productions. Photo courtesy of Big Break Foundation

4 pgavdestinations.com/report/voice-of-the-visitor-2025/
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Mention the word technology to 
most attractions professionals 

and they’ll likely think of AV hardware, 
ride controls or safety systems working 
behind the scenes. But technology 
supports far more than the attractions 
themselves. Increasingly, it shapes the 
entire guest journey, beginning long 
before visitors arrive at the front gate. 
Guests now discover destinations, 
plan itineraries, purchase tickets and 
manage their day from the comfort of 
their couch. According to accesso’s new 
CEO Lee Cowie, even that experience is 
changing.

Under Cowie’s leadership, accesso is 
evolving beyond its roots as a ticketing 
provider to become what he describes 
as “a technology partner focused on 
connecting every touchpoint of the 
guest journey, from discovery and 
ticket purchase to food and beverage, 
retail, virtual queuing and post-visit 
engagement.”

Cowie brings an unusual perspective 
to that vision. Having led technology 
teams on both the operator side at 
Merlin Entertainments and the vendor 
side, he understands the daily realities 
facing attraction operators, particularly 

Beyond 
ticketing 

the challenge of turning vast amounts of 
guest data into meaningful decisions. 

InPark spoke with Cowie about the 
future of guest experience technology, 
the promise and pitfalls of AI, and 
why he believes the industry’s greatest 
opportunity lies in using technology to 
help people create even more memorable 
guest experiences.

Thank you for talking with me and 
congratulations on your new role. 
accesso is historically thought of as 
a ticketing company. Is changing 
that perception one of your biggest 
challenges?

It’s probably our biggest branding 
challenge. We’re incredibly proud of our 
ticketing heritage. It’s still a core part 
of who we are. But I don’t think selling 
tickets is the biggest challenge operators 
face anymore. Today’s challenge is 
creating exceptional guest experiences 
that encourage people to return. That’s 
why I prefer to think of accesso as a guest 
experience partner rather than simply a 
ticketing company.

Yes, we sell tickets. But we also help 
operators manage food and beverage, 

retail, virtual queuing, mobile 
engagement, personalized offers and 
now, business intelligence. Those 
capabilities become much more valuable 
when they’re connected.

Imagine a guest walking past a major 
attraction. Because the platform 
understands their profile and knows 
the current wait time, it can offer a 
personalized Fast Track upgrade at 
exactly the right moment. Or it can 
recommend dining options, merchandise 
or future visits based on what that guest 
has done throughout the day. Those 
kinds of experiences aren’t possible when 
every system operates independently. 
Our goal is to connect the entire guest 
journey so operators can make better 
decisions while guests simply enjoy a 
smoother, more personalized experience.

You’ve seen the industry from both 
the operator and vendor sides. What 
perspective has that given you as CEO 
of accesso?

The biggest thing is empathy. I’ve spent 
years in an operator’s shoes, and I know 
how difficult it is to run an attraction. 
It’s a capital-intensive business with 
constant competition for people’s 

interview by Martin Palicki
Lee Cowie

accesso

ACCESSO’S LEE COWIE ON AI ,  DATA AND THE 
FUTURE OF AT TRACTIONS TECHNOLOGY



Fall 2026  |  inparkmagazine.com  |  InPark Magazine 27

time and attention. Every investment 
decision matters, and technology is often 
competing with the next ride, exhibit or 
attraction.

That experience shapes how I think 
about our role as a technology partner. 
Operators don’t want disconnected 
systems. They want intuitive tools that 
reduce friction, work together seamlessly 
and help them deliver a better guest 
experience. That’s what we have built 
and continue to refine at accesso: an 
ecosystem of capabilities that helps 
attractions succeed.

After Merlin you spent some time 
outside the attractions industry before 
joining accesso. What brought you 
back?

I’ve bounced between the operator and 
vendor sides throughout my career, so 
the move itself wasn’t unusual. What 
attracted me back was the industry itself.

Working with attractions is incredibly 
rewarding because you can actually 
see the impact of what you’ve built. We 
support more than 1,100 venues around 
the world, and when I walk through one 
of those gates, I know we’ve helped make 
that guest experience possible.

If I’m being completely honest, though, 
the original reason I joined Merlin was 
because it instantly made me the coolest 
dad in the playground. Before that, my 
kids never really understood what I did. 
Working in attractions changed that, and 
coming back to the industry was an easy 
decision.

What operational challenge frustrated 
you most during your time on the 
operator side?

Data. Or more accurately, the inability 
to use it effectively. Attractions generate 
enormous amounts of information about 
how guests behave, where they spend 
money, which experiences they choose 
and what they ignore. The problem is 
that the data lives in dozens of different 
systems that were never designed to 
communicate with one another. You end 
up investing heavily in analysts and data 
warehouses just to produce reports that 
don’t always lead to meaningful decisions.

That frustration heavily influenced our 
recent acquisition of Dexibit, which we 
rebranded accesso Intelligence. My goal 
was to solve the problem I’d experienced 
firsthand as an operator: making data 
accessible, understandable and useful 
without requiring a massive analytics 
team.

We’ve been talking about “big data” for 
more than a decade. Are you saying that 
big data wasn’t useful prior to AI?

AI certainly helps, but I think the bigger 
breakthrough is organizing the data 
before AI ever touches it. The challenge 
has never been collecting information. It’s 

been normalizing it. Different systems 
describe the same products in different 
ways, store information differently and 
don’t share common standards. The 
platforms we acquired and turned into 
accesso Intelligence help solve that 
problem.

Once the data is connected, AI becomes 
incredibly powerful because you can 
simply ask questions in natural language 
instead of building reports. You can ask 
why attendance changed, predict staffing 
needs or identify purchasing patterns 
that would have been nearly impossible 
to uncover before.

In a public post you wrote to your 
team [accesso.com/learn/where-
accesso-goes-next], you described 
the attractions industry as reaching 
an “inflection point.” That’s a bold 
statement. Why is this different from 
previous waves of technology?

I compare AI to the Industrial 
Revolution. The steam engine 
fundamentally changed industry, but 
it took decades because only a handful 
of organizations could afford the 

accesso Intelligence organizes and harnesses data to assist operators with 
informed decision-making. All photos courtesy of accesso. 
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machinery. Today, virtually anyone with 
a laptop and an internet connection has 
access to AI tools. That democratization 
means innovation is happening at an 
unprecedented pace. As such, operators 
will have a much smaller window to get 
up to speed.

Historically, attractions have been 
slower to adopt new technology, and for 
understandable reasons. Capital typically 
goes toward new rides and experiences 
because that’s what brings guests back. 
But technology has increasingly become 
part of the guest experience itself. 
As competition for people’s time and 
spending increases, operators can’t afford 
to ignore tools that improve efficiency, 
personalization and decision-making. 
The pace of change is simply too fast.

What are some practical examples of 
AI you’re already seeing in attractions?

AI becomes transformative when it’s 
grounded in context and real operational 
data. For example, we’ve seen operators 
use AI to detect fraudulent activity 
by comparing register transactions 

with employee schedules and cash-
out patterns. We’ve seen it forecast 
attendance weeks in advance, allowing 
managers to optimize staffing before 
busy periods arrive.

One operator combined attendance 
data with census information and 
realized they were underserving a 
significant demographic in their local 
community because they didn’t offer 
Kosher food options. That’s an insight 
that directly changes the business.

Those are the kinds of decisions AI 
should be helping operators make. 
It’s about connecting information 
that already exists and uncovering 
opportunities people couldn’t easily see 
before.

One topic you discussed in your post 
is agentic AI. What does that actually 
mean for attraction operators?

We’ve already experienced several 
major shifts in how people buy tickets. 
We first moved from the ticket window 
to desktop websites. Then we shifted 

to mobile. Along the way, online travel 
agencies and third-party marketplaces 
became increasingly important. Agentic 
AI is simply the next iteration. People 
are now asking questions to AI platforms 
instead of traditional search engines. 
Increasingly, those conversations won’t 
end with recommendations. They’ll end 
with bookings.

Eventually your personal AI assistant 
may know your preferences well 
enough to recommend attractions, 
compare options, negotiate pricing 
and complete the purchase on your 
behalf without ever visiting a traditional 
website. For operators, the challenge 
becomes making sure they appear in 
those recommendations. Search engine 
optimization is evolving into what many 
now call generative engine optimization. 
Attractions will need to think carefully 
about how they’re represented online 
because AI agents are heavily influenced 
by reputation, reviews and trusted 
sources. That’s a significant change, and 
it’s happening much faster than many 
people realize.

“As AI becomes more common, people may place an even greater value on 
authentic experiences and genuine hospitality.” – Lee Cowie

Invisible technology means systems working 
seamlessly behind the scenes to provide a 

frictionless guest experience across ticketing, in 
park transactions, virtual queuing and more.
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You’ve said that technology should 
become increasingly invisible to the 
guest. What does that look like in 
practice?

The best technology is the technology 
guests never notice. Guests don’t visit an 
attraction because they want to interact 
with software. They come to enjoy the 
experience. Technology should simply 
remove friction along the way.

If you’re a season passholder with food 
and beverage discounts, that process 
should be seamless. The various systems 
should already know who you are and 
work together behind the scenes. That’s 
how we think about the guest journey. 
We touch ticketing, admissions, food 
and beverage, retail, virtual queuing and 
rebooking. Because those systems are 
connected, we can eliminate unnecessary 
steps and create an experience where 
everything simply works.

As attractions become more data-
driven, how do operators avoid creating 
experiences that feel optimized but less 
human?

That’s one of the biggest questions 
surrounding AI. There are two schools 
of thought. One says AI replaces people. 
The other says AI removes routine work 
so people can spend more time doing 
what only people can do. I firmly believe 
the second path is the smarter option.

No attraction operator wants 
employees spending their day buried in 
administrative tasks. If AI can automate 
scheduling, reporting or repetitive 
analysis, it gives staff more time to 
engage with guests, solve problems and 
create memorable moments.

But isn’t the business case for AI 
about reducing labor costs? Doesn’t 
that inevitably mean fewer people 
interacting with guests?

Jobs will absolutely change. History tells 
us that. Operators will have choices. 
Some organizations will use AI primarily 
to reduce costs. Others will use it to 
remove administrative burdens so their 
teams can spend more time creating 
exceptional guest experiences.

I actually think that human interaction 
could become a competitive advantage. 
As AI becomes more common, people 
may place an even greater value on 
authentic experiences and genuine 
hospitality.

What’s the most important thing for 
the attractions industry to know about 
this moment in time?

I think we’re entering an incredibly 
exciting period for this industry. For 
years, technology has often been viewed 
as something separate from the guest 
experience. I think those worlds are now 
coming together.

When technology becomes connected, 
intelligent and largely invisible, 
operators can spend less time wrestling 
with systems and more time creating 
experiences that guests remember. At the 
end of the day, that’s what attractions are 
all about. Technology is simply there to 
help make those moments easier. •

Though operators typically think of the guest experience in terms of time in park, technology increasingly allows visitors 
to begin planning their day and interacting with the attraction long before they have purchased a ticket.



InPark Magazine  |  inparkmagazine.com  |  Fall 202630

For 25 years, Alterface has helped 
redefine what interactive attractions 

can be. From pioneering multiplayer 
interactive theaters and trackless dark 
rides to immersive walkthroughs and 
next-generation projection-based 
gameplay, the team at Alterface has 
consistently pushed the boundaries of 
guest participation while remaining 
committed to one guiding principle: 
technology should disappear, allowing 
guests to become the heroes of their own 
stories. 

To mark Alterface’s 25th anniversary, 
InPark spoke with Chief Creative Officer 
Laurence Beckers, who has been with the 
company since its inception, and CEO 
Stéphane Battaille. Together they reflect 
on the company’s evolution over the past 
quarter century and share their thoughts 
on where interactive entertainment is 
headed next.

I’ve always been curious. Where did the 
name Alterface come from?

Laurence Beckers: The name originates 
from “alter,” meaning “the other,” and 
“face,” from the French word meaning 
“side.” We wanted to create attractions 
where guests could reach the “other side” 
of a story, not just be part of an audience 
– to offer a different and new reality 
in which they become participants in 
creating their own tale of adventure, not 
just viewing someone else’s tale.

Speaking of origins, Alterface began 
by creating experiences for museums 
and science centers before moving into 
themed attractions. How did those 
early projects shape the company?

Stéphane Battaille: Our original goal 
was to invent new ways for people to 
interact naturally with digital content. 

Back in 2001, we were developing 
gesture recognition systems for museums 
that allowed guests to become part of 
a digital environment, years before 
technologies like Kinect existed. Every 
museum project was different, so we 
experimented with countless forms 
of interaction. It gave us tremendous 
freedom to innovate.

Those early years taught us which types 
of interaction truly engage people and 
which don’t translate well to high-
capacity attractions. Theme parks 
introduced entirely different challenges, 
especially throughput and operational 
reliability, but they also gave us the 
opportunity to create larger, more 
immersive experiences.

Beckers: Those projects also established 
principles that are still part of Alterface’s 
DNA today. We learned to balance 

Above: “Desperados demonstrated that large groups of guests could play together simultaneously, creating a shared 
multiplayer experience that simply hadn’t existed before.” – Stéphane Battaille. Photo courtesy of Alterface.

interview by Martin Palicki

A legacy of designing 
invisible magic

ALTERFACE CELEBRATES 25 YEARS OF CREATING 
ENGAGING INTERACTIVE E XPERIENCES ACROSS 
THE WORLD OF THEMED ENTERTAINMENT
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creativity with technology while always 
designing around the guest experience. 
In the beginning every installation 
was custom-built, but over time we 
standardized our technologies without 
losing that user-centered approach.

Looking across your portfolio of 
projects which innovations do you feel 
had the greatest impact on interactive 
attractions?

Battaille: Desperados was certainly 
one of the biggest milestones. It 
demonstrated that large groups of guests 
could play together simultaneously, 
creating a shared multiplayer experience 
that simply hadn’t existed before. It 

changed both the technology and the 
gameplay.

Another important moment came 
in 2008 with Reset Anno Zero at 
Miribilandia, where we blended both 
physical and digital media targets. It 
opened only one month after Disney’s 
Toy Story Midway Mania! and really 
made that style of gameplay accessible 
to many types of parks. The impact 
from that innovation continues today 
because we believe the most convincing 
experiences combine real environments 
with digital storytelling instead of 
replacing one with the other.
More recently, Popcorn Revenge 
introduced nonlinear ride experiences. 

Guests’ actions could influence the path 
their vehicle followed, giving them a 
meaningful impact on the story itself. 
That concept is still evolving, and as ride 
systems become more sophisticated, 
we see even greater opportunities for 
personalized storytelling.

Throughout Alterface’s history, 
you’ve said that technology should be 
invisible. Why has that remained such 
an important philosophy?

Beckers: Because the moment guests 
notice the technology, they’re pulled out 
of the story. Everything we do is aimed 
at preserving immersion. Whether 
it’s projection mapping, synchronized 
motion, audio, tracking systems, or 
interactive media, every technical 
element should disappear into the 
experience. Guests shouldn’t be thinking 
about projectors, sensors, or computers. 
They should simply feel like they’re part 
of the adventure.

You mentioned that Popcorn 
Revenge demonstrated that the ride 
vehicle itself could become part of 
the storytelling. How important 
have advances in ride systems been 
compared to developments in media or 
gameplay?

Battaille: They’re inseparable. Popcorn 
Revenge was developed together with 
ETF Ride Systems, and we both had to 
create new tools to support nonlinear 
storytelling. It wasn’t simply about 
designing a trackless vehicle. The show 
control, media systems, and ride logic all 
had to work together.

Today’s ride systems are becoming even 
more flexible. Advances in LiDAR, 

Stéphane Battaille
Altferface

Laurence Beckers
Alterface

Enchanted Greenhouse at Six Flags Qiddiya City showcases Alterface’s 
interactive technology in an extensively themed dark ride that expertly blends 

digital and built environments. Photo courtesy of Lift Hills and Thrills.
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SLAM navigation, and autonomous 
vehicle technology are opening entirely 
new possibilities. We can begin thinking 
of ride vehicles as intelligent robots 
rather than machines that simply travel 
from one programmed location to 
another.

Early interactive attractions often 
focused on competitive scoring. More 
recent projects emphasize exploration, 
cooperation, and narrative. Do you see 
that as a shift in the industry?

Battaille: I see it as an expansion 
rather than a replacement. Competitive 
gameplay is still incredibly effective 
when it fits the story. But today’s 
technology allows us to explore many 
more forms of interaction. Instead of 
always giving guests a blaster, we can 
give them a flashlight, a magic wand, 
or a paintbrush. Each interaction 
creates a completely different emotional 
experience.

A shooting attraction naturally focuses 
players on targets. Exploration-based 
gameplay encourages guests to look at 
the environment, discover details, and 
experience the story together. That opens 
the door to richer narratives and appeals 
to a broader audience, particularly 
families.

One of Alterface’s newest technologies 
reduces interaction latency to around 
30 milliseconds. That’s a very technical 

achievement, but what does it actually 
mean for guests?

Battaille: It means the technology 
disappears. There is no reality check. 
When you’re using a flashlight, magic 
wand, or paintbrush, the projected effect 
has to respond instantly. Even a slight 
delay reminds guests they’re interacting 
with a computer. By reducing latency to 
around 30 milliseconds, the response 
feels completely natural. That immediacy 
is what makes these new forms of 
interaction believable.

Phantom Theater: Opening Nightmare 
at Kings Island is the first attraction to 
use this next-generation technology. 
What makes it significant?

Battaille: It’s the best example of adding 
projection and gameplay into a scenic 
environment. Instead of just projecting 
on screens surrounded by sets, the sets 
become the backdrop for the projection, 
which is an incredibly natural way to 
present the media.

Rather than simply aiming at targets, 
guests use a flashlight to explore the 
environment and find floating “ghost 
notes.” That changes the pace of the 
experience. Instead of searching for the 

Walkthrough attractions, such as Stranger Things: Face the Dark at Netflix 
House in Dallas, require advanced interactivity systems to track and respond 

to guest movement throughout the space. Courtesy of Netflix.

“Popcorn Revenge introduced nonlinear ride experiences. Guests’ actions could 
influence the path their vehicle followed, giving them a meaningful impact 

on the story itself.” –Stephane Battaille. Photo courtesy of Alterface.
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next target, guests begin looking around, 
exploring the world, and noticing details 
they might otherwise miss.

Beckers: For us, that’s a very important 
evolution. The interaction supports 
the story rather than distracting from 
it. Our collaboration with Sally Dark 
Rides was also extremely rewarding 
because we share the same philosophy. 
The technology is present, but it never 
becomes the focus. Guests simply 
experience the magic.

Walkthrough attractions such as 
Stranger Things: Face the Dark 
represent another area of growth. 
Do you see walkthrough experiences 
becoming more common?

Battaille: Absolutely. Walkthrough 
attractions create a different kind of 
immersion because guests are physically 
inside the environment. They choose 
where to go, what to explore, and how 
long they spend with each scene. That 
demands a much more convincing and 
complete environment.

Walkthroughs also require an entirely 
new technology stack. We need accurate 
guest tracking, adaptive storytelling, 
and systems capable of responding 
intelligently to unpredictable human 
behavior.

They’re also an excellent fit for video 
game intellectual properties. Many 
game publishers are looking for ways to 
translate open-world experiences into 
physical environments, and walkthrough 
attractions are uniquely suited to that 
challenge.

Many of your attractions continue 
operating successfully years, and 

sometimes decades, after opening. 
What have you learned about designing 
experiences that remain engaging over 
the long term?

Battaille: Interactivity naturally 
encourages repeat visits because guests 
want to improve, compete, or discover 
something they missed the first time. 
That’s one of its greatest strengths. 
When we design an attraction, we also 
try to build in layers of discovery. Every 
ride should reward guests for paying 
attention, whether it’s subtle visual 
details, environmental storytelling, 
or small surprises they notice on 
subsequent visits. We’ve learned that if 
the core experience is strong, operators 
rarely want to replace it.

Beckers: We’ve seen that happen 
many times. Operators often ask us 
to modernize the technology while 
keeping the experience exactly as guests 
remember it. Sometimes we’ll migrate 
an attraction to a new real-time engine 
or install higher-resolution projection, 
but the story and gameplay remain 
unchanged because they still resonate 
with visitors.

How do you think AI will impact 
the guest experience in interactive 
attractions?

Battaille: AI-powered characters 
will eventually allow much more 
personalized interactions. Imagine a 
walkthrough attraction where characters 
remember what you’ve done, respond 
naturally to your questions, and adapt 
the story to your choices. That creates a 
level of personalization we haven’t been 
able to achieve before. Combined with 
real-time translation, those technologies 
could make interactive experiences more 
personal and more accessible than ever 
before.

What advice would you give an owner 
who is considering adding interactivity 
to an attraction for the first time?

Battaille: My first answer would be: 
Call us! But more seriously, interactivity 
should never be treated as an overlay or 
a gimmick. It must serve the story. The 
guest’s actions need to have meaning 
within the narrative. If you’re simply 
adding targets or a game mechanic after 
the attraction has already been designed, 

Phantom Theater: Opening Nightmare at Kings Island utilizes Alterface’s newest 
technology to reduce interaction latency to around 30 milliseconds, resulting in 

a system that feels natural and realistic. Photo courtesy of Kings Island.
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you’re missing the opportunity to create 
something memorable.

Beckers: Interactivity should be part 
of the creative process from the very 
beginning. When it’s integrated into the 
story, guests become active participants 
instead of observers, and that’s when it 
creates a lasting emotional connection.

Alterface has always worked closely 
with ride manufacturers, media 
studios, scenic designers, and creative 
partners around the world. Has 
collaboration always been central to 
the company’s philosophy?

Battaille: Absolutely. We’ve never 
wanted to do everything ourselves. Our 
role is to contribute our expertise while 

working alongside the best people in 
every discipline. The strongest projects 
are always the result of collaboration 
between specialists who bring different 
perspectives and different talents to the 
table.

Beckers: Collaboration is also cultural. 
Working internationally has reinforced 
how important it is to partner with local 
creative teams. Interactive storytelling 
is deeply connected to culture. If you’re 
creating an attraction in Asia, Europe, 
or North America, local knowledge 
helps ensure the story feels authentic 
to the audience. Working with regional 
partners also allows us to build stronger 
relationships while creating experiences 
that genuinely belong in their markets.

Looking ahead another 25 years, what 
do you hope people will say about 
Alterface’s contribution to themed 
entertainment?

Battaille: I hope they’ll say that we 
continually pushed the boundaries of 
interaction to create experiences that 
were more immersive, more personal, 
and more meaningful. But more than 
that, I hope they’ll remember that our 
attractions brought people together. 
Families laughing together. Friends 
competing together. Guests exploring 
together and creating memories they 
could share afterward. That’s always been 
our goal. •
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Industry legend Bob Rogers, Founder 
of BRC Imagination Arts, a company 

known for magic with heart, has just 
completed DEEP STORY™ : A Complete 
Guide to Creating Transformational 
Visitor Attractions. DEEP STORY 
is filled with concrete step-by-step 
examples, case studies and techniques 
that help the creators of transformational 
themed experiences connect with their 
audience on an emotional and profound 
level, achieving a real difference in what 
visitors thereafter do. 

Bob’s and BRC’s accomplishments 
have served as inspiration to me, my 
colleagues and students. Bob has been 
awarded his industry’s two highest 
honors, having received the Buzz 
Price Thea Award for a Lifetime of 
Outstanding Achievement from the 
Themed Entertainment Association 
(TEA), and being inducted into the 
International Association of Amusement 
Parks and Attractions (IAAPA) Hall of 
Fame. He has personally been nominated 
for two Oscars and one Emmy. He was 
reelected to the Board of Governors of 
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences (the organization behind 
the Oscars) and previously served on 
the IAAPA Global Board of Directors. 
I recently had the pleasure of sitting 
down with Bob to talk about mentorship, 
DEEP STORY and his incredible career.

-PeterWeishar

The story behind Bob  
Rogers’ DEEP STORY™

interview by Peter Weishar, Director of Themed Experience 
Graduate Programs, University of Central Florida, Co-Founder of 
the Themed Experience & Attractions Academic Society (TEAAS)

Thank you for writing DEEP STORY. 
It is an exceptional book filled with 
useful strategies that feel like inside 
information. Who did you write DEEP 
STORY for and why?

DEEP STORY is for everyone, including 
business and creative leaders as well as 
people who are just starting their careers. 
When I was a beginner, established 
leaders like Marty Sklar, Buzz Price 
and Don Iwerks had faith in me even 
when there was absolutely no evidence 
that I deserved it. They patiently and 
generously shared their knowledge. The 
only way I can thank them is by paying 
it forward by sharing some of the things 
I’ve learned.

I have some favorite sections in DEEP 
STORY, including your Disneyland 
Magic Shop introduction and the 
Abe Lincoln experience. The book 

presents a new way of thinking about 
transformational visitor experiences. 
Can you recap the Deep Story strategy 
used at Lincoln? 

Sure. Education, information, and 
entertainment are important means, 
but whether you are doing a museum, a 
brand visitor center, or any experience 
that seeks to make a real difference in 
what visitors later do, start by precisely 
defining that change - the transformation 
you want to create in your visitor. 
Exactly what do you want visitors to do 
differently after they leave? Thereafter, 
every design and story choice should be 
aimed at achieving that. 

Consider the objective of the Abraham 
Lincoln Presidential Library: 

“Visitors to the Abraham Lincoln 
Presidential Library will become 
permanently more interested in, and 
attracted to, the life and times of 
Abraham Lincoln.” 

Deep Story™ is a trademark of BRC Imagination Arts

Bob Rogers
BRC Imagination Arts

Ghosts of the Library at the Abraham 
Lincoln Presidential Library & Museum. 
All photos courtesy BRC Imagination Arts.



Fall 2026  |  inparkmagazine.com  |  InPark Magazine 37

Every experience at Lincoln is focused 
on achieving that change. It’s the same 
whether you are creating a brand flagship 
like the Johnnie Walker Experience on 
Princes Street in Edinburgh or a cultural 
attraction like The Rock & Roll Hall of 
Fame. Start with the result in mind. In 
the words of Yogi Berra, “If you don’t 
know where you are going, you are likely 
to end up somewhere else.”

Why did you title it DEEP STORY? 
Themed experiences often reinterpret 
complex narratives into a few, short 
minutes. What about it is deep?

It is very hard to change what people 
think and do. DEEP STORY is about 
going deep into the things people 
already authentically feel and believe, 
while simultaneously going deep into 
the subject or brand. You are looking 
for the deep emotional truth that 
pre-exists and is common to both. If 
you base your entire story experience 
on that deep truth it will have 
authenticity. It will connect the heart 
of the visitor with the heart of the 
subject or brand. The result is that 
you don’t impose a change on people 
so much as you awaken possibilities 
that have always been in them. That’s 
DEEP STORY.

Is there a common misstep you see 
that causes experiences to be less 
effective? 

One signal that you might be on 
a questionable path is when the 
building has nothing to do with the 
content. The package that a product 
comes in should make a promise 
about the product or experience 
inside. Another danger signal is 
that the tools and technologies are 
selected before the task is crisply 
defined. Instead, start by defining the 
exact transformation you seek and 
then make all subsequent choices 
based on the achievement of that one 
goal. Finally, focus. Don’t try to tell 
multiple stories. Throughout your 
visitor experience, tell one story, tell 
it often, tell it different ways, and tell 
it well.

You wrote a chapter about the 
“The Magic of Myth” where you 
talk about our subconscious 
connections to things like castles, 
monsters, forests, and dreams. Can 

you give us an example of how this 
can be used to create emotional 
connections and feelings like safety, 
fear, or excitement in themed 
experiences? 

Designers of educational and 
commercial attractions regularly use 
deeply meaningful and powerful 
psychological symbols, often with 
little understanding or respect for 
their power - like monkeys playing 
with explosives. DEEP STORY 
describes some of the most common 
recurring archetypal symbols used, 
misused or wasted in museums and 
brand experiences, together with 
some of their common meanings in 
Jungian and/or Freudian psychology. 
For example, the castle can represent 
self-mastery or self-actualization, 
meaning our idealized self. Somehow 
when we achieve our goals and 
live happily ever after, it will be in 
a castle. The pirate is the complete 
opposite. Whereas the castle often 
symbolizes the security and safety 
of order and stability, the pirate 
symbolizes the joys of chaos and 
instant gratification. Pirates take 
what they want right now. The 
director of any museum presenting 

The author’s first job was as a magician 
in the magic shop at Disneyland.

Peter Weishar
University of Central Florida
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the American West knows that, sadly, 
to fire the public imagination bandits, 
gunfighters, cattle rustlers, prostitutes, 
robber barons, card sharks, and other 
land pirates are more useful than solid 
citizens and community builders. 

A more subtle example is the difference 
between a cave and a tunnel. The 
cave is a dead end, a descent into 
the subconscious where one might 
encounter monsters or treasure or 
become lost. In contrast, a tunnel is a 
transition. The tunnel under the train 
track at the entrance to a Disney park 
marks a transition from the ordinary 
world to the special world. The portals 
at the entrance to the lands of Epic 
Universe serve a similar role. Your work 
will gain impact and transformational 

power if you understand and leverage 
the meaning of the deep stories, symbols 
and icons already in your audiences’ 
heads, hearts, and subconscious. By 
constructively using those meanings in 
your storytelling, you can engage your 
guests in a way that enriches their lives 
with insight, love, hope, reassurance, 
strength and positive transformation.

What is the primary point you want 
readers to understand from DEEP 
STORY? 

DEEP STORY outlines a rigorous 
approach; it’s not easy. But DEEP STORY 
can empower your work. Bottom Line: If 
your project seeks to make a difference, 
start there. Then go deep into the heart 
of your audience and deep into the heart 

of your subject or brand. Do that, and 
you can use your craft to achieve a real 
and positive difference in the world. •

Peter Weishar (peter.weishar@ucf.edu) is the 
Director of the Themed Experience Graduate 
programs at the University of Central Florida. 
He is a founding member and Chair of the 
Steering Committee of the Themed Experience 
and Attractions Academic Society. Previously, 
Weishar was Dean of Fine Arts at FSU and 
Director of the Themed Experience Institute. He 
also served as Dean of Entertainment Arts at 
SCAD where he founded the first MFA in Themed 
Entertainment Design. Weishar has authored 
three books, Digital Space: Designing Virtual 
Environments; Blue Sky: The Art of Computer 
Animation; and CGI: The Art of the Computer 
Generated Image. He currently serves as the 
academic member of the TEA International Board 
of Directors. In 2023 he was awarded the Peter 
Chernak Distinguished Service Award by the TEA.



Fall 2026  |  inparkmagazine.com  |  InPark Magazine 39



InPark Magazine  |  inparkmagazine.com  |  Fall 202640


