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1 Introduction

The applicability of revenue management (RM) techniques to the theme park industry has
received attention from very few academic researchers (Heo and Lee, 2009; Milman and
Kaak, 2013; Phillips, 2005) and makes up only a small fraction of RM research in recent
years (Guillet and Mohammed, 2015; Wang et al., 2015). This is perhaps not surprising
given that the theme park industry itself has historically demonstrated limited interest in
the topic (Clarke, 2012), despite sharing many of “the conditions or characteristics
amenable to effective implementation of RM” (Guillet and Mohammed, 2015, p. 527).
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RM developed in the travel and lodging sector, but many industries outside of this sector
have embraced RM techniques (Kimes and Wirtz, 2015). By contrast, the theme park
industry has only recently shown interest in RM (Klar, 2010; Klar and Lewison, 2011)
and has been reluctant to adopt such practices (Clarke, 2012; Zarya, 2015).

Recently, however, major industry competitors have altered course. SeaWorld, the
ninth largest global theme park operator by attendance (TEA/AECOM, 2016), was one of
the first to express interest in RM (Garcia, 2013). Universal, the third largest operator
(TEA/AECOM, 2016), and The Walt Disney World (WDW) Company, the largest
(TEA/AECOM, 2016), have begun to incorporate RM into their pricing strategies
(Martin, 2016a, 2016b; Pedicini, 2016a, 2016b).

This study’s purpose is to investigate the evidence of changing RM practices in the
theme park industry. Interest in the application of RM to industries outside of the travel
sector has increased in recent years. Academics and practitioners have investigated the
application of RM techniques to those other areas. Industries that now apply RM methods
include spectator sports (Shapiro and Drayer, 2012), theatre (Healy, 2011; Jones, 2012),
foodservice (Hayes and Miller, 2011; Heo, 2013; Heo et al., 2013; Kimes and Beard,
2013), parking (Cooper and McGinty, 2012; Shoup, 2011), taxi and limousine service
(Lowrey, 2014; Zhao, 2016), mobile gaming (Murphy, 2015) and many others.
Nevertheless, academic applications of RM to the theme park industry have been
extremely limited (Heo and Lee, 2009). This study hopes to help fill this gap in
knowledge.

This study begins with a brief introduction to RM. We then offer a brief review of the
literature on theme park management and theme park RM. We then build on Heo and
Lee’s (2009) comparison of RM prerequisites in the theme park industry and traditional
RM industries. We then look at the direct evidence of changes towards RM in theme park
pricing strategy with data gathered in 2012 and 2016. This study will provide managers
and academic observers with a picture of the evolution of RM practices within the US
theme park industry.

2 Introduction to RM

What is RM? RM is a set of business practices and techniques employed when a
perishable inventory for sale (e.g. airline seats) is divided into differentiated subset
inventories, and the sale or withholding from sale of these subset inventories is carefully
managed across time and sales channels to meet demand for the purpose of maximising
realised total revenue and profits. RM techniques have long been employed as standard
practice within the airline (Cross, 1995; Kimes and Wirtz, 2015), hotel (Forgacs, 2010;
Hayes and Miller, 2011; Kimes, 1989, 2003; Tranter, Stuart-Hill and Parker, 2011) and
rental car industries (Carroll and Grimes, 1995; Cretin and Scuto, 2013; Haensel,
Mederer and Schmidt, 2012) and have subsequently been adopted by a number of other
industries.

Differentiation within inventory can be based on features, quality, reliability,
convenience, brand or image or any combination thereof (Dyer et al., 2015). This
differentiation serves as one basis for internal rules that govern availability and pricing of
subset inventories. Revenue managers also consider buyer segments, purchasing channels
and prices. In general, price-sensitive customers with lower willingness-to-pay (WTP) are
more likely to seek out bargains and accept inconvenience and no-frills product in
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exchange for lower prices (Jin, Muriel and Lu, 2015; Marshall, 2015), whereas price-
insensitive customers with higher WTP are more likely to seek out superior product,
convenience and reliability and are less willing to hunt for bargains or to trade superior
product characteristics for lower prices (MaGrath, 1991). As inventory may be consumed
in the future (as in a future hotel stay), the timings of booking and consumption also
characterise demand, so revenue managers can use the timing of booking and
consumption as a way to identify customers who are willing to pay higher prices for last-
minute convenience and those who are not.

Revenue managers try to maximise revenue by selling units of identical inventory at
different prices, a practice called price differentiation (Phillips, 2005). When it is not
possible to charge different prices for the same quality of inventory, however, revenue
managers can charge different prices by differentiating the product instead.

3 Review of the literature: theme park management, pricing and RM

We first look at the recent literature on theme park management, then at work related to
theme park pricing in general and finally at work on theme park RM. The academic
literature on general theme park management is not extensive, but over the past decade,
scholarship has branched out into several different directions. Anton-Clavé (2007) has
written what is essentially the first academic textbook on the global theme park industry.
Wanhill (2008) summarises economic issues around developing theme parks. Younger’s
volume (Younger, 2016) is dedicated mainly to theme park design, but it contains a
wealth of information for theme park managers across numerous roles, whether in the
corporate office or ‘walking the park’.

The majority of recent research related to theme park management can be found
across the hospitality, travel and tourism literature, although some work appears in
marketing and general management journals. The work over the last decade has covered a
broad range of topics, including (a) theme park management strategies and trends
(Lillestol, Timothy and Goodman, 2015; Milman, 2007; Pikkemaat and Schuckert, 2007),
(b) theme park human resources management (Milman and Dickson, 2014; Wagenheim
and Anderson, 2008; Yang, 2011), (c) measurement of theme park quality and other
factors influencing guest experience, satisfaction and brand loyalty (Cheng, Du, and Ma,
2016; Cheng, Fang, and Chen, 2016; Chin and Wu, 2009; Dong and Siu, 2013; Fotiadis
and Vassiliadis, 2016; Geissler and Rucks, 2011a, 2011b; Lai, Yu and Kuo, 2010;
Ma et al., 2013, 2017; Milman, 2009, 2013; Milman et al., 2012; Ryan, Ryan, Shuo and
Huan, 2010; Slatten, Krogh and Connolley, 2011; Trischler and Zehrer, 2012;
Tsang et al., 2012; Wu, Li and Li, 2014; Zhang et al., 2017), (d) visitor movement,
queueing behaviour and crowd and queue management (Alexander, MacLaren,
O’Gorman, and White, 2012; Birenboim et al., 2013; Brown, Kappes and Marks, 2013;
Cope et al., 2011; Fotiadis, 2016; Hashim and Said, 2013; Hernandez-Maskivker et al.,
2013; Heung, Tsang and Cheng, 2009; Ledbetter et al., 2013), (e) theme park visitor
motivations and visitation intentions (Bakir and Baxter, 2011; Chang, Shu and King,
2013; Joo, Kang and Moon, 2014; Lai, Yu and Kuo, 2010; Park, Reisinger and Park,
2009; Torres and Orlowski, 2016), (f) game-theoretic implications of competition vs.
coordination between theme parks and the related tourism supply chain (Kylanen and
Mariani, 2012; Song, Yang and Huang, 2009; Yang et al., 2009), (g) measurement and
implications of the impact of new attractions on theme park investment and operations
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performance (Cornelis, 2010a, 2010c, 2011a, 2011b, 2014; van Oest, van Heerde and
Dekimpe, 2010), (h) issues of theme park marketing and branding (Cornelis, 2010b;
Salamat Ullah Bhuiyan and Banik, 2013; Spiller, 2013), (i) theme parks and corporate
social responsibility (Holcomb, Okumus and Bilgihan, 2010), (j) regional and national
theme park analyses of development and sustainability (Deng, 2011; Kawamura and
Hara, 2010; Milman, Okumus and Dickson, 2010; Zhang and Shan, 2016), globalisation
and global strategy in the theme park industry (Matusitz, 2010; Milman, 2010) and (k)
theme park information technology strategy (Hervas et al., 2011; Jung, Chung and Leue
2015; Tsai and Chung, 2012).

Although the researchers above have contributed to scholarship on theme park
management in general, there is little research on theme park pricing at all, even before
the last decade.

McClung (1991) found that price was one factor in the decision to visit or not visit a
theme park. Bigné, Andreu and Gnoth (2005) found that the exceeding of guest
expectations increased the admission price that guests were willing to pay. Finally,
Gothelf, Herbaux and Verardi (2010) showed that higher entrance prices, park quality
and attendance were closely correlated.

Bradley M. Braun, Mark D. Soskin and Ady Milman of the University of Central
Florida created a significant research stream analysing the competitive and strategic
dynamics related to park pricing at the heart of the theme park universe, the Central
Florida Region (CFR). Braun and Milman (1990), Braun, Soskin and Cernicky (1992),
Braun and Milman (1994), and Braun and Soskin (1999, 2003, 2008, 2010) used demand
analysis and price elasticities to analyse 30 years of competitive pricing dynamics in the
CFR theme park market.

The scant theme park RM literature spans hospitality, tourism, business and
economics. Comprehensive reviews of the RM literature in hospitality and tourism by
Guillet and Mohammed (2015) and Wang et al. (2015) yield only two pieces of research
relating to theme parks, of which Heo and Lee (2009) is the only identifiable title.
We discuss it below.

From hospitality management history, Ford and Milman (2000) write that Coney
Island entrepreneur and amusement park innovator George C. Tilyou practiced a version
of RM in the early 20th century, raising and lowering his Steeplechase Park gate prices
depending on the day of the week. From economics, Phillips (2005) uses an example of a
hypothetical theme park to illustrate a number of price and revenue optimisation
concepts, like charging premium prices on peak demand days and discounting on low
demand days. Milman and Kaak (2013) give a brief history of the industry change from
pay-as-you-go (PAYG) pricing for each ride and attraction to the now-common pay-one-
price (POP) model, where most rides and attractions within the park are free after paying
the gate admission price. Before the opening of the original Disneyland in 1955, many
traditional amusement parks relied on separate ticketing for each attraction and had no
main entrance or admission charge. Disneyland’s controlled-access gate with admission
charge would subsequently be adopted by newly built theme parks (Adams, 1991;
Milman and Kaak, 2013), and the traditional midway amusement parks that pre-dated
Disneyland eventually adopted the same model. Cedar Point in Sandusky, Ohio fenced in
its midway in the 1960s (Francis and Francis, 2009). Hersheypark in Hershey,
Pennsylvania fenced in the property and charged admission to the grounds starting in
1971 (Jacques, 1997). Kennywood (Pittsburgh’s major amusement park) discontinued its
free gate in 1986 (Jacques, 1998).
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POP admission, where all or most park rides and attractions are included with
admission, originated when Steeplechase Park owner George C. Tilyou borrowed the
idea of charging an entrance fee at the gate from his Coney Island competitor Sea Lion
Park, although Tilyou modified the idea by also offering a combination entrance ticket
that included all rides for a price that was less than paying for each ride individually
(Adams, 1991; Ford and Milman, 2000). The POP scheme was popularised in the modern
era at Santa Monica, California’s Pacific Ocean Park in 1960 (Milman and Kaak, 2013)
and was then adopted at the newly opened Six Flags Over Texas park in 1961 (Younger,
2016). Disneyland and WDW (which opened in 1971) eventually abandoned their A-
through-E PAYG ticket books for a POP system by 1982 (Marshall, 2016; Strodder,
2012). Some major parks, however, have retained the old PAYG system into the present
(Blackpool Pleasure Beach, 2015; Deitz, 2001; Morey’s Piers, 2016; Santa Cruz Beach
Boardwalk, 2016). Individual ride tickets and smart card systems (where tickets or credits
are stored electronically) remain common at family entertainment centres, smaller
amusement parks, and among the travelling shows that service county and state fairs
(Nisperos, 2016; Seninsky, 2011).

Milman and Kaak (2013) also discuss the strategy of increasing theme park revenue
by extending guest visit duration through ancillary capital investments in resort building,
for example ‘upcharge attractions’, water parks, hotels, dining, shopping and night-time
entertainment, and the enhancement of revenue through online ticketing, extra fees and
bundled conveniences.

These methods are leveraged in their illustration of WDW’s 2004 introduction of a
multi-day ticket pricing plan called Magic Your Way, which reduced the price of park
admission tickets as the planned resort stay lengthened (Emerson, 2012; Mussenden and
Pack, 2004). Under this new pricing system, Disney introduced progressively deeper
discounts on multi-day park tickets for 3 days or longer in order to create incentives for
longer stays, as the most profitable guests spent at least a full week ‘on property’ at the
resort. Offsetting the lower multi-day prices, Disney increased ticket prices for shorter
stays (Emerson, 2012; Newkirk and Sanders, 2016). Data showed that (with the
exception of Florida residents, who would receive increased state resident discounts)
single-day and weekend visitors were more likely to fly than drive to Orlando, tended to
have higher income levels than longer-term stay visitors and were less sensitive to theme
park prices (Braun and Milman, 1994; Emerson, 2012). Disney then added greater
incentives such as free airport transfers, discounted park dining plans and fixed prices for
adding park hopping and waterpark access to tickets, regardless of length of stay. Annual
operating income rose by 20% in the first year and by high single digits for years
thereafter (Newkirk and Sanders, 2016).

Heo and Lee (2009) focused explicitly on RM’s real-world application to the theme
park industry. Their paper outlines the market conditions that are ideal for RM
application, compares the similarity of these ideal conditions to theme park industry
conditions, and then discusses the suitability of RM techniques within the theme park
industry context. Heo and Lee also found that customers generally perceive RM practices
to be fair as applied to theme parks.
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4 RM in the theme park industry

RM practice is most effective when applied under a particular set of supply and demand
conditions typical of the travel sector (Kimes, 1989; Kimes and Wirtz, 2015). RM is most
effective when fixed costs are high relative to variable costs, and inventory is relatively
fixed, perishable, amenable to advance sales or reservations and differentiable in terms of
features, quality, reliability, convenience and brand or image (Dyer et al., 2015; Hayes
and Miller, 2011; Kimes and Wirtz, 2015; Phillips, 2005).

Market demand must be time dependent and forecastable to some degree, and the
market of buyers must be segmentable (Phillips, 2005). Revenue is maximised through
the ability to charge different prices to different buyers (Hayes and Miller, 2011). RM
increases revenues not only by attracting price-sensitive customers with bargains but also
by encouraging price-insensitive customers to spend more through upselling or by raising
price ‘fences’ to prevent price-insensitive and high WTP customers from accessing
discounts.

4.1 Perishable inventory

As in traditional RM industries, admission ticket inventory is perishable. Unsold park
capacity for any given day cannot be stored for future sale. A significant portion of
revenue for theme parks comes from payment for admission (Cedar Fair, L.P., 2016;
Merlin Entertainments, 2016; SeaWorld Entertainment, 2016; Six Flags, 2016) and
“unsold tickets represent lost revenue” (Heo and Lee, 2009, p. 448). Heo and Lee (2009)
recommend stimulating demand by discounting ticket prices during low attendance
periods.

4.2 Advanced ticket sales and capacity

Theme park admissions are amenable to advance sales. In the traditional RM industries,
advance bookings are made via online reservation systems. For theme parks, data
collected could help forecast future attendance (Heo and Lee, 2009) and set prices.
Forecasting attendance also helps parks estimate labour needs and efficiently deploy
operational resources, from the frequency of shows and parades to how many trains to
run on a roller coaster. Heo and Lee recommend that theme parks begin developing such
IT-based reservation management systems, which can be used by managers to accurately
predict visits and manage available capacity, including “limiting the number of attendees
at specific times” (Heo and Lee, 2009, p. 450) or artificially limiting capacity at peak
times. Management may set an arbitrary capacity limit based upon guest experience,
safety concerns or legal limits. Some theme parks do close their gates before reaching
physical capacity, although complete sell-outs are relatively uncommon.

WDW’s Magic Kingdom, the single most popular theme park in the world
(TEA/AECOM, 2016), closes only 6 days per year on average, and those days typically
occur on New Year’s Day, July 4, during Christmas week, and weeks when Easter and
Spring Break overlap (TouringPlans.com, 2016a). Often parking lots will close for
capacity before the parks do. Disney parks close in phases, diverting some visitors
(e.g. those without tickets, those with single day one-park tickets, etc.) to their less-
crowded parks and admitting others (e.g. Annual Passholders, Disney hotel guests, etc.)
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in, with each phase becoming successively more restrictive as capacity is increasingly
stretched (TouringPlans.com, 2016a).

Closures for capacity at other major theme parks do occur but are not common,
usually occurring during these same periods (CNN Wire, 2010; Garcia, 2011; Hobbs,
2013; Kumi, 2006; Martin, 2014b, 2017; MyNews13.com, 2015; TouringPlans.com,
2016a; WDWMagic.com, 2016b; WTVR.com, 2016). Although Magic Kingdom at
WDW closed for capacity reasons on Christmas Day in 2014 and 2015, it remained open
on Christmas Day in 2016 (Martin, 2014b; Munarriz, 2016; WDWDMagic.com, 2016a).
This may have been because Magic Kingdom had increased its one-day adult admission
prices by 18% over the previous year’s price for peak crowd days (Marshall, 2017a).

Theme parks often have good historical data for predicting crowds, and some theme
parks provide crowd-level predictions on their operating calendars (Associated Press,
2014; Efteling, 2015; IndianapolisZoo.com, 2015). For the largest destination theme
parks in the US, attendance-level predictions are so accurate and in so much demand that
there are private third-party services that provide crowd predictions for any given day or
even up to the moment (e.g. www.touringplans.com, www.isitpacked.com).

Heo and Lee (2009, p. 450) wrote that ticket sales for theme parks were sold in
advance online and stated that buyers could not select the date of their visit. In fact,
buyers could select dates at some theme parks (the author did so in 2009), although the
practice was not widespread. This has changed, however, with many theme parks now
placing restrictions on discounted tickets so that they can only be used on specified days.
Heo and Lee (2009, p. 450) also stated that no theme park price discounts could be had
by purchasing online in advance. There is evidence that some theme parks did offer
online discounts for advance ticket purchases before the Heo and Lee study was
published (Alison, 2009; Silverman, 2008), but, again, this is also no longer the case,
with many theme parks having moved to offering advanced ticket purchasing with online
discounts and differential pricing based on a specific date or type of date.

Specific-date tickets are also common for special park events (Disney, 2015, 2016a,
2016b) and for reserving special amenities, such as queue products that reduce attraction
wait times for purchasers (Six Flags, 2015). As recommended by Heo and Lee (2009),
the increasing use of dated tickets means that theme parks can more accurately predict
attendance and better manage prices.

4.3 Variable, but predictable, demand

Demand for theme park admission is variable, yet generally predictable (Sehlinger and
Testa, 2016; TouringPlans.com, 2016b, 2017). Theme park attendance is linked to a
variety of factors including season, public and school holidays, day of week, time of day
and weather (Heo and Lee, 2009; Milman and Kaak, 2013). Most North American theme
parks close or reduce their operating hours during the autumn and winter months.

Only a few researchers have explicitly studied factors that impact theme park
attendance. Domenech (2011) connects attendance to the mix of attractions, themes and
amenities a theme park has (Domenech, 2011). McClung (1991) identified climate,
preference for theme parks vs. other leisure activities, presence of children in the
household and their desires and cost as factors in attendance. McCall and Weber (2006)
identified “ticket price, parking cost, the number of years the park has been open, and
centrality within” the region they were studying as factors affecting attendance (McCall
and Weber, 2006).
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4.3.1 Attendance and new attractions

Another important factor affecting demand, which Heo and Lee (2009) mention only in
passing, is the connection between attendance and the addition of new theme park
attractions (Cornelis, 2010a, 2010c, 2011a, 2011b, 2014; Domenech, 2011; Margolis,
2015; van Oest, van Heerde and Dekimpe, 2010), a factor that is seen as an attendance
driver and which has received enormous attention within the industry and from a few
academic researchers. This connection between new attractions and attendance has
recently enjoyed significant attention as scholars have attempted to empirically measure
the impact of new attraction investments on theme park attendance (Cornelis, 2010c,
2010a, 2011a, 2011b, 2014; Domenech, 2011; van Oest, van Heerde and Dekimpe,
2010).

Cornelis (2010c) found that the impact of new attractions on attendance was
significant but largely limited to the first 2 years after the new attraction was introduced.
Van Oest, van Heerde and Dekimpe (2010) found that new attractions impact attendance
for approximately 5 years, but with impact diminishing each year, and also that new
‘thrill” attractions had a greater impact than new ‘theme’ attractions, but the impact
depended on the types of existing rides already in the park. Domenech (2011) found
evidence that family orientated attractions, shows and other infrastructural investment
(e.g. shopping, dining and branding) did have a positive effect on attendance. Despite any
evidence to the contrary, the practice of investing in major new attractions is an industry
article of faith, and the industry and many analysts are in agreement that investment in
new attractions is helping to drive increasing demand (Ben-Achour, 2015; IAAPA, 2014;
TEA/AECOM, 2016).

A recent notable example of the impact of new attractions on attendance in the
industry is the addition of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter, Diagon Alley and
Hogwarts Express areas and attractions at the two Universal theme parks in Orlando,
Florida and the addition of Wizarding World of Harry Potter areas and attractions at
Universal Studios Hollywood and Universal Studios Japan (Gelles, 2012; Martin, 2017;
Niles, 2016; TEA/AECOM, 2015, 2016). The attractions in Orlando were added in two
phases: (a) the Wizarding World of Harry Potter-themed area of rides and attractions
opened at Universal Islands of Adventure in mid-2010 and (b) the Diagon Alley-themed
area of rides and attractions, opened at adjacent sister park Universal Studios Orlando in
2014, along with a Hogwarts Express-themed conveyance that shuttles visitors from park
to park between the two themed areas. The addition of these attractions, based upon the
popular Harry Potter movie and book series created by British author J.K. Rowling
(Barnes, 2009; TIME Staff, 2013), is credited with driving an increase in combined
Universal Orlando Resort theme park attendance from 11.63 million visitors in calendar
year 2007, the year the Harry Potter project was first announced, to 18.377 million
visitors for calendar year 2015, which is an increase of nearly 60% (TEA/AECOM, 2016;
TEA/ERA, 2008). Similar new multi-attraction Harry Potter lands at Universal Studios
Japan and Universal Studios Hollywood have also spurred dramatic increases in
attendance at those parks (Cripps, 2014; Kamizawa and Nishio, 2016; Khatchatourian,
2015; Martin, 2017; Niles, 2016).

In Orlando, the investments and the corresponding attendance surge have changed the
landscape of theme park competition in the CFR. The success of the Harry Potter projects
helps explain the continuing building and expansion of attractions in Florida and
elsewhere (Barnes, 2015; Ben-Achour, 2015; Bevil, 2015; IAAPA, 2014; Munarriz,
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2017). The competition in building and expansion has extended across the globe (Ming,
2016; TEA/AECOM, 2016). Universal plans to open a new resort in China (MacDonald,
2015; Makinen, 2014), where competitor Disney has opened its newest resort in June of
2016 in Shanghai (Bloomberg News, 2016). In response to Universal’s competitive
challenges in the USA, Disney spent an estimated $425 million revamping Fantasyland at
WDW’s Magic Kingdom (Brown, 2013; Garcia, 2012), is adding major new Star Wars
themed areas to WDW’s Hollywood Studios and to Disneyland in California
(Ben-Achour, 2015; Fortune, 2015; Trigaux, 2015) and is also adding a major new
Avatar-themed area (based on the 2009 film and its planned sequels) to Disney’s Animal
Kingdom at WDW at an estimated cost of $500 million.

4.4 Segmentable markets

The demand market for theme parks is segmentable (Heo and Lee, 2009; Lillestol,
Timothy and Goodman, 2015; McClung, 1991). Marketing strategies for theme parks
typically target a variety of market segments. Certain price-sensitive market segments can
adjust the times of their visits to take advantage of price savings during off-peak days and
times, whereas segments that are price-insensitive may value convenience so highly that
they will pay full or premium price to visit a theme park at the desired day and time.
Price-sensitive theme park visitors may purchase basic no-frills tickets and accept
restrictions and inconvenience in exchange for lower prices. Price-insensitive theme park
visitors purchase premium experiences, park in VIP parking lots, lodge in theme park
resort hotels and package their tickets with amenities like dining and queue-skipping
passes.

5 Shifts in theme park pricing strategy

In recent years, major US theme park companies have begun to show explicit interest in
RM techniques. This comes after decades of keeping prices fixed for an entire season or
year (Begley and Witte, 2015; Clarke, 2012; Garcia, 2013; Martin, 2015; Pedicini, 2015;
Storey, 2015). Typical practice among US theme parks had been, for the open-all-year
destination parks, to announce new prices annually or semi-annually and, for the seasonal
parks, to announce new prices before the beginning of the new season. Prices would then
remain fixed until the following season or until the next annual or planned increase
(Chavez, 2003, 2007, 2012; Miller, 2013).

The typical schedule has not changed, but the largest parks have abandoned the single
fixed admission price. In 2016, The Walt Disney Company introduced three-tiered
seasonal pricing for its one-day tickets at the WDW Resort in the CFR (Pedicini, 2016a)
and at the Disneyland Resort in California (Martin, 2016b). Each month was divided into
‘peak’, ‘regular’, and ‘value’ pricing. Until then, Disney had always offered a single one-
day price at its US parks regardless of calendar date (Marshall, 2017b). Rival Universal
Studios followed with similar changes at its US parks (Martin, 2016a; Pedicini, 2016b).

Major theme parks have joined the other industries moving to RM practices. We will
now look to see if the industry as a whole took the advice of Heo and Lee (2009) to move
to demand-based pricing and other RM practices.
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6 Methodology

The first collection of data was planned in 2011. Data would come from theme park
online websites using the Roller Coaster Database (RCDB) to identify US theme parks.
Some major theme parks do not contain roller coasters, but roller coasters are among the
quintessential components of theme park infrastructure (Anton-Clavé, 2007; Cartmell,
1987; Samuelson and Yegoiants, 2001). No similarly comprehensive databases exist for
theme parks or other rides, and RCDB is considered a legitimate and exhaustive source in
both the popular and the academic press (Cohen, 2010; Diaz, 2000; Martin, 2014a; Smith
and Meaney, 2002).

This study was limited to currently operating amusement parks (in North America,
Europe and Asia and found on RCDB) which contained at least one roller coaster and
which had an online presence from which relevant data could be gathered. Parks with no
online pricing data would be discarded. Data would be collected by a team of
undergraduate student researchers. The data to be collected would be characteristics of
the parks, types of tickets offered and with what discounts and restrictions, whether
seasonal or demand-based pricing was used, and whether tickets were available online. In
June, 2016, the author re-collected the original data (like a repeated measure), as well as
some additional data, from the 117 North American theme park websites for which data
had been collected earlier and which still met the criteria described above.

7 Results

From November, 2011 through January, 2012, the undergraduate research team collected
data from the North American, European and Asian theme park websites. This included
117 North American, 183 European and 70 Asian amusement parks that met the sampling
criteria. All the US data were collected in January, 2012. The European and Asian data
were set aside for a future project. In June, 2016, the author re-collected data from the
117 North American theme park websites for which data had been collected earlier and
which still met the criteria, along with additional information.

As the first collection of data was done in January, 2012, a number of seasonal theme
parks had removed pricing information from their websites, so some parks needed to be
discarded. The data collected in 2016 were the same information as in 2012, as well as
information on the adoption of seasonal pricing, queue products and dining plans.

The author further restricted the sample by removing non-US parks and parks with
free entry. This left 70 different US parks in 35 states for which data could be compared
between 2012 and 2016. Of the 70 parks, 64 (91.43%) are amusement or theme parks,
whereas 5 (7.14%) are zoos with rides. One (1.04%) is a visitor farm with rides. There
are 46 seasonal parks (65.71%), whereas 24 (34.29%) are open year-round. Twenty-eight
(40%) of the parks are family owned or non-profit, and 42 (60%) are either part of a
corporate chain or are held in a portfolio of amusement properties by a corporate parent.
Fifty-eight (82.86%) of the parks have a POP admission model, whereas 12 (17.14%)
have the option of PAYG after a basic admission is paid.

We began by investigating whether online ticket sales and discounts had become
available by 2012, and whether or not such practices have since become more common.

In 2012, 52 (74.29%) of the parks in the sample sold tickets online, whereas 18
(25.71%) did not, which showed a significant difference between the proportions,



The US theme park industry 281

(1) =16.514, p < 0.001. In 2016, 61 (87.14%) of the parks sold tickets online, whereas
9 (12.86%) did not, also resulting in a significant difference between the proportions
¥*(1) = 38.629, p < 0.001). A McNemar change test indicates that there is a significant
difference in the change of proportions over the 4 years y*(1) = 7.364, p < 0.05. This
sample of parks moved to online ticket sales during the period 2012-2016.

In 2012, 28 (40%) of the parks in our sample offered online discounts for advance
purchase, whereas 42 (60%) did not, but the difference in these proportions was not
significant y*(1) = 2.80, p = 0.094. In 2016, there were 39 (55.71%) parks offering online
discounts, to 31 (44.29%) parks not offering such discounts, but again the difference
between the proportions was insignificant, y°(1) = 0.914, p = 0.339. A McNemar change
test indicates, however, that there was a significant change in the proportions in the
sample over time, x*(1) = 7.118, p < 0.005. These data support the supposition that within
3 years of Heo and Lee (2009), there were US theme parks offering discount tickets
online in advance, and the growth of that practice in the years since 2012 has been
statistically significant.

Heo and Lee (2009, p. 448) stressed that “the core of RM for the theme park industry
is the concept of demand-based pricing and optimal attendance level strategies.” One
means of implementing demand-based pricing is to charge more for theme park tickets on
busier days than on slow days. We looked at whether parks offered weekday discounts,
charged weekend premiums, required specific-day ticketing or used other demand-based
day-of-week pricing. In 2012, 7 (10%) parks used some form of day-of-week demand-
based pricing, whereas 63 (90%) parks did not. The difference between the proportions
was significant, x*(1) = 44.8, p < 0.001. By 2016, 38 (54.29%) parks were implementing
day-of-week demand-based pricing, whereas 32 (45.71%) were not. Although the
difference in proportions was not significant, y’(1) = 0.514, p = 0.473, we would expect
these closer proportions as parks have moved from not using day-of-week demand-based
pricing to using it. A McNemar test shows the change in proportion as significant,
$(1)=25.973, p < 0.001.

Additional data were collected in 2016. One way for theme parks to increase revenue
is to offer upgrades, extras and add-ons to guests. These can be special experiences or
additional amenities, ranging from meal plans packaged with tickets to extravagant VIP
tours (Dineen, 2016; Niles, 2016; Pedicini, 2016c; Wood, 2015). Six Flags mentions their
seasonal meal plan add-on in their annual reports as a successful mechanism for driving
additional guest spending (Six Flags, 2014, 2015, 2016). In the sample of theme parks in
our study, 24 (34.29%) parks had some kind of add-on dining plan package, whereas 46
(65.71%) did not. The difference in proportions is significant, *(1) = 14.629, p < 0.001.

Queue products are another notable add-on to theme park visitor spending. In our
sample, 34 (48.57%) parks offered some kind of queue product to guests, whereas 36
(51.43%) did not, an insignificant difference in proportions, x*(1) = 0.057, p = 0.811.
A common complaint about the theme park experience is the time spent waiting in
queues, and many scholars have studied queues in limited capacity service situations
(Dickson, Ford, and Laval, 2005; Lemaster, 2015). Many guests are willing to pay for
shorter waits, but line jumpers create negative feelings among those in the queue
(Alexander et al., 2012).
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8 Discussion

RM practices have been slow to penetrate the theme park industry. Theme park prices
have traditionally been transparent and stable, and theme parks typically do not trade on
limited capacity as in the travel sector. Technological and capital barriers prevent theme
parks from developing online booking infrastructure on the scale of the travel sector.
With the exception of Disney, which spent US$1 billion on a wristband system to collect
guest data and enhance the guest experience (Carr, 2015), few theme parks have the
resources to develop ticketing and reservation systems like those of airlines and hotel
chains. Nevertheless, the majority of our sample has moved to online ticketing systems.
This may speak to the attractive pricing offered by web ticketing system vendors for
those theme parks without the capital or expertise to design their own systems.

Now that the largest US competitors have adopted seasonal pricing, and theme park
customers have become accustomed to reserving and purchasing discounted tickets
online, it is fair to say that the industry has taken steps in the direction of RM. Our
sample shows that more theme parks are now selling tickets online, and many give
customers a financial incentive to book online in advance. This should result in better
data collection from customers and more accurate crowd forecasts. We also see that parks
are beginning to price according to expected demand. Our sample showed that more
parks are offering weekend and weekday pricing. As this practice spreads through the
industry, it will become expected by theme park guests, who will adjust their visits to
match their price sensitivities and spending limits. We would also expect that theme
parks will continue to offer more and different extras and add-ons to boost revenues from
guests with high WTP.

It is also possible that some theme parks will balance their attempts to capture the
high end of the demand curve by working their way down to the lower end, with discount
offers that unbundle the theme park experience in the way that discount airlines have
unbundled the air travel experience. A cheaper value proposition may attract price-
sensitive guests willing to trade convenience and amenities for lower prices. Some theme
parks may move away from the POP model towards more PAYG types of experiences.
This concession to the lower end of the market may also help to balance ethical concerns
raised by RM techniques.

There are numerous opportunities for future research. There is an opportunity to
continue tracking these and related trends in the US market and also to expand these
analyses to include Europe and Asia. Another future research question is to ask what
additional variables affect theme park pricing trends. For example, are corporate-owned
theme parks more likely to engage in RM behaviours than independent or family owned
parks? And, as discussed above, if the technology were affordable, would it be worth it
for theme parks to develop true dynamic pricing that could change ticket prices day by
day based on weather and other factors driving attendance? Hopefully other researchers
and practitioners will join to investigate these and other interesting questions about this
industry.
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