
“S tumptown,”

Portland,

Oregon is a

great city to spend a week in,

especially the week during

which blizzards buried much

of the rest of the country in

snow. With a son recently

moved to Seattle, my wife and

I flew to the Pacific Northwest

the Saturday before, and home

the Sunday after, fortunately

missing most of the midweek

delays and cancellations. 

While a few of the atten-

dees and speakers at the annu-

al Brunswick Showcase

weren’t so fortunate, the ma-

jority made it through to at-

tend a graduate level crash

course in Bowling Entertain-

ment Centers (BECs). Rick

Heim, one of the great bowl-

ing operations & marketing

consultants at Cornerstone

Consulting gets the credit for

coining this term.

The Brunswick
Showcase

The Showcase is really

two events with the curricu-

lum delivered in two parts,

two days apiece: “Moderniza-

tion,” and “New Center De-

velopment.” It is an invitation-

only event for those planning

to upgrade an existing bowl-

ing center (Modernization) or

develop a new one.

Brunswick has a 150-year rep-

utation for class, quality, and

integrity and this was evident

throughout the week, from the

accommodations to the field

trips to world class venues

they have helped develop to

the attendees. 

Speakers are on a strict

commercial blackout and fo-

cus on education. Brunswick

has formed the Brunswick

Business Alliance, a carefully

selected group of experts in

the various fields critical to the

success of a modern day BEC.

As a member of that alliance I

attended and spoke to both

groups on arcade, redemption,

and other attractions from the

world of traditional FECs.

While this was the fourth

showcase I participated in, it

was full of terrific new infor-

mation. I also felt a very posi-

tive vibe, certainly more so

than the last two years of a

struggling consumer economy

and tight financing markets.

There was some real exciting

information shared. The evo-

lution of the BEC has reached

the point where we have nu-

merous successful examples

which have made it through

some tough times. As the new

models mature a set of best

practices has emerged, and it

was the sharing of these best

practices that captured the au-

dience.

Kurt Harz is the empra-

sario of the showcase. As VP

of Capital Equipment Sales,

Kurt opened both sessions

with an overview of the indus-

try, delivered with his per-

spective of 35 years of experi-

ence. Aside from great con-

tent, Kurt’s love of bowling

and loyalty to the Brunswick

brand came through clearly.

Starting with the figure of 71

million bowlers annually, far

gameroom  guru

higher than golf players, play-

ing on 220,000 lanes world-

wide, half in the U.S., Kurt

went on to define the variety

of centers in the marketplace.

Definition of
Terms

Traditional Bowling

Centers are the older model

featuring bowling as a single

anchor attraction supported by

a lounge, snack bar and small

arcade, if any. League bowling

is the core revenue center but

is in decline. Entertainment or

casual play has filled the gap.

Growth potential in these cen-

ters is limited without rein-

vestment to modernize the

bowling experience, upgrade

the food and beverage, and

add state of the art family en-

tertainment experiences lead-

ing with a redemption arcade.

Obviously, after such invest-

ment, the operational model

and marketing program must

change as well.

The Bowling FEC model

focuses on bowling as recre-

ation and entertainment. The

core customer is families, par-

ties and events. FECs empha-

size food and beverage, with

expanded menus and multiple

dining venues. Family enter-

tainment elements are promi-

nent, including state of the art

redemption arcades often ac-

companied by laser tag (the

second most productive FEC

attraction), rides such as

bumper cars or even go-karts,
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best practices that captured the audience.”
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mini golf and others. Birthday

parties and group sales are im-

portant to the business model.

Boutique Bowling Centers

are best described as night

clubs with bowling. The busi-

ness model is typically food

and beverage first, with bowl-

ing the supporting entertain-

ment. The core customer is the

young adult twenty and thirty

somethings, although age ap-

peal is wider on both ends. 

Like Dave & Buster’s,

which works hard to position

itself as not for kids, the dirty

little secret is that Boutique

Centers can be family friendly

as well. For the older cus-

tomer, and speaking personal-

ly, we fifty somethings have a

blast on a night out to a

Boutique. Grand Central,

which we visited while in

Portland, is as great an exam-

ple of a Boutique center that

exists today. Believe it or not,

Bass Pro Shops is adding

Boutique bowling to its huge

retail operations. Brunswick’s

first installation in Bass Pro,

Des Moines, IA has been a

great success and more are in

the works.  

This brings us to the Hybrid

Center. A combination of the

Bowling FEC and Boutique,

the casual observer might be

forgiven for combining the

business models. Architect

Kevin Mills of Architectural

Concepts in Denver, having pi-

oneered many of the design

concepts in use today, took the

audience through the subtle de-

sign nuances to the Hybrid

model. There are other distinc-

tions, including programming,

G
a
m

e
ro

o
m

G
u
ru

operations, and marketing for

developers to consider. Hybrid

developers include both new

center investors, where it is the

preferred model, and modern-

izers of existing centers. Gary

Smith of Brunswick skillfully

walked the audience through

the recent conversion of

Timber Lanes in Traverse

City, MI, a 40 lane traditional

center, into a 33 lane Hybrid,

renamed Lucky Jack’s with 25

FEC lanes and 8 Boutique.

The missing seven lanes were

converted to expanded food

and beverage, a state of the art

redemption game room, Laser

Tag, Laser Maze and Bumper

Cars.

Going to School
Much of the seminar con-

tent focused on the Hybrid as

the go to business model.

Hybrids can produce three to

four times the revenue per

lane, and support more lanes,

than the typical traditional cen-

ter. Bill Kratzenberg, the best

bowling feasibility guy in the

country today, explained the

key considerations for site se-

lection. As Hybrids are larger

The author conducts a seminar at the showcase.
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and more diverse they pack the

all important attraction power

necessary to draw from a

wider area than traditional cen-

ters, and a wider audience in

terms of age and gender ap-

peal. The Bowling FEC

Hybrid has the ability to do

business across many age

groups and constituencies.

We’ve long employed the FEC

planning principle recognizing

that the “Family” in FEC

means, yes, the family together

as a unit. But it also means the

individual members of the

family visiting separately with

their peer groups. Bowling

Hybrids are unparalleled in

their ability to create that at-

traction power.

This article will be light on

food and beverage reporting as

Mike Auger, principal of

Trifecta Management Group,

was one of the speakers

trapped by the blizzard. The

audience was the poorer for it.

I’ve seen enough of Mike and

Trifecta’s projects to know

they are visionaries in the cre-

ation, planning and execution

of restaurant concepts. Trifecta

was early to recognize the po-

tential for upgraded food and

beverage in Bowling Hybrids.

It is a critical component, and

in some centers is the highest

grossing segment.

Other notable speakers in-

cluded Bart Burger, longtime

bowling executive and recent-

ly installed VP of Marketing

for the BPAA. Bart filled the

audience in on the many bene-

fits of BPAA membership

(disclosure: Redemption Plus

just executed an Agreement

designating us as a preferred

vendor in BPAA’s Smart Buy

program). Bart also covered

for Rick Heim of Cornerstone

Consulting, who was stuck in

an airport, and deftly tied to-

gether the many opportunities

for success through marketing

and operations. Rick Kruse of

Brunswick blew the audience

away with an amazingly well

done presentation on Social

Media, in general and specifi-

cally to the bowling center

(picture a grandma in LA fol-

lowing her granddaughter

George McAuliffe is a 30-year family entertainment center

operator and president of Pinnacle Entertainment Advisors by

Redemption Plus. Pinnacle is an industry consulting firm

(www.grouppinnacle.com) founded in 1996. George has operat-

ed public space entertainment centers from 2,000 to 150,000

square feet including a wide variety of entertainment compo-

nents and related businesses such as bowling centers, restau-

rants, tourist attractions, ice skating, rides, and laser tag, to

name a few. He has operated redemption and merchandise

games since 1983, and serves as the Strategic Partner for Games

and Family entertainment for Brunswick Bowling & Billiards.

Pinnacle’s consulting practice has served new and established

family and location based entertainment operators, with clients

as diverse as Wal-Mart, Disney, ESPN Zone, Brunswick, and

many other independent facilities. George Blogs at www.family

entertainmenttoday.com and www.redemptionreview.com.
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bowling in New York, frame

by frame, courtesy of the

Internet). Rick Barbera of

Brunswick represented

Brunswick Build a Bowl and

took us through a set of critical

steps in the design and con-

struction process. 

Field Trips

The Modernization pro-

gram included a field trip to

Sunset Lanes in Beaverton,

Ore., and both groups visited

the latest location of Big Al’s,

also in Beaverton (see the pho-

to above). This is the second

location for the Kirkwood

family and is bigger and even

better than the first. Managing

Partner Daniel Kirkwood gen-

erously shared his innovations

with the group. The new loca-

tion, along with the first for

that matter, is one of the best

executions of the Hybrid con-

cept in the world today. 


