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I
f cinemas have the potential to be at the heart of place-making 
– and, specifically, in creating experienced-based public spaces – 
then technology, which plays a significant role in this, will begin  
at the design and planning stages. Having witnessed substantial changes 
in design, coordination and collaboration undertaken by both public 
and private sector stakeholders in the Construction 
industry over the past decade, it seems bizarre that 
Cinema still lags well behind in many cases, and by 

as much as a decade or more, when it comes to adopting the tools 
needed to enable best project outcomes.  

MINDSET
In general, Exhibition fails to appreciate the value of data 
generated during the design and construction phases, beyond the 
cost of creating it. It may fall to architects to explain this better 
but, currently, exhibitors are missing out on the enormous benefits 
that, for example, a fully-coordinated 3D-Building Information 
Model (BIM), produced by the likes of Autodesk Revit, can bring, 
and not only during the building-phase, but throughout the 
building’s entire lifecycle.

At a recent conference, and before an audience of more than 300, an architect was 
asked how construction and, more specifically, design costs could be reduced. Cutting 
costs invariably means streamlined or limited output, together with lost opportunities 
to ensure a better project from the outset. However, at a time when the Cinema 
sector is attempting to differentiate, to do things differently and create compelling 
and exciting spaces, it is completely counter-productive to cut-back at inception and 
the old adage: “If you always do what you’ve always done, then you’ll always get what 
you’ve always got”, couldn’t be more true for a majority in the cinema-space. This 
isn’t to say that there aren’t talented, inspiring and/or knowledgeable architects or 
construction professionals within our industry – ones helping drive better outcomes 
– but, too often, they appear stifled by budgetary constraint and/or lack of vision at 
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Reality Capture, at Harkness Screens, explains why, as well as how, 
exhibitors should be creating compelling spaces, and starting  

by ploughing better resources into design.
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the top of organisations when it comes to the importance 
of output. It’s not about creating superficially-compelling 
designs: it’s about creating blended-schemes that focus 
equally upon aesthetics as they do functionality as well as 
customer experience, whilst also reducing risk.

EXHIBITOR ‘PAIN POINTS’  
& RETURNS TANGIBILITY
Ask any exhibitor CEO what keeps them up at night 
and you’ll invariably hear at least one of the following 
– how do we:     
• Deliver construction projects on time and within 

budget?
• Reduce risks during construction?
• Make the customer journey more coherent and 

integrated?
• Keep them safe in our buildings?
• Improve the performance of our F&B offerings?
• Monetise more space inside of our buildings?
• Better manage our existing buildings and assets?

Few answers to the above may be derived from a 
typical set of 2D CAD drawings, but the majority, if not 
all, could be with a fully co-ordinated 3D-BIM model 
shared among all parties in the design-chain – from 
architects through to quantity surveyors and contractors 

– and the application of specially-developed analytical 
tools that enable different scenarios to be examined and 
design-proposals improved before the projects even go 
onsite.  

Also, as cinemas increasingly shift from being viewed 
as places to watch movies, into large-scale multi-use 
entertainment spaces, then gaining a better insight 
into the ‘customer journey’ is becoming evermore 
important. Visualising the space that users will occupy 
and understanding how they’ll interact with the 
environment can be of enormous benefit, particularly 
for operators keen to ensure that every usable square 
foot of space becomes monetised. However, above 
and beyond assessing design-alternatives, there remain 
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substantial benefits, both in terms of operational cost 
reduction and revenue-generation, in proceeding with 
creating simulated environments to assess the impact of 
design upon building-performance.

SIMULATION MODELS
The process for simulating scenarios is actually a lot less 
cumbersome than is perhaps first imagined. With the 
correct tools, knowledge and methodology, most design 
data can be turned into 3D digital simulated models, 
along with the obvious time and accuracy benefits from 

importing a 3D construction 
model there into a simulation 
environment, as opposed to using, 
say, 2D CAD drawings. Often, 
there will be times when no up-
to-date drawings or models exist 
for a site and, in such cases, a digital survey or ‘reality-
capture’ can be utilised to obtain highly accurate digital 
data for a building and from which a simulation model 
can be created. And, once built, that model can then be 
used to run a number of scenarios, each centred around 
optimising the building’s performance. In fact, some of 
the leading tools available to Cinema today enjoy accuracy 
rates of +95%; and so the question then becomes: where 
can such simulations be most useful?

Security & Evacuation Procedures
Maintaining customer-safety inside the cinema remains of 
prime importance and, sadly, in recent times, we’ve seen 
lives either lost or put at risk in cinemas everywhere. Social 
media is replete, today, with stories and comments about 
chaotic – or, at best, disjointed – emergency evacuation 
situations and of cinema staff being too-ill-equipped for 
the worst because, in truth, even with good evacuation 
plans in place, until the very worst happens, it can be very 
difficult to predict how effective such plans will be. Plus, 
as the tweets (left) illustrate, informed movie-goers, today, 
remain less-than-hesitant in offering opinions on how 
theatre safety affects them. 

So, a walk-through of a well-prepared 3D digital 
construction model can much more readily identify 
issues using effective lines-of-sight, than can a set of 2D 
drawings, while offering provisions to ensure operators 
can maintain building-safety or to iterate the design 
accordingly. In going further, moving the design into a 
simulation environment can allow scenarios to be created 
that will identify not just what’s likely to happen during an 

emergency, but also ways to improve any given situation.  
One European exhibitor ran a series of simulations in a 
12-screen multiplex, focusing on the evacuation of full 
auditoriums by firstly utilising all fire-exits before then 
closing-off a series of exits to help identify any pinch 
points within the building, along with where to position 
staff in the event of a needed evacuation. By closing off 
just three fire-exits, the simulation showed increases of 
more than 65% in the time taken to evacuate all 2,500 

Aside from the obvious benefits of offering improved 
customer-security, exhibitors can negotiate reduced 
insurance premiums by at least 15% – imagine the 
cumulative possibilities for majors operating many sites

DOUBLE-EDGED 
Movie-goers all too 

publicly, today, will often 
flag up theatre issues,  

but does this help 
stimulate better designs 

next time around?
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movie-goers from the cinema. On closer inspection, 
it identified the main cause of the time-increase to be 
directly attributed to a swell of evacuees using the central 
corridor along with a lack of suitable fire-exit signage 
for additional exits. The simple inclusion of additional 
fire-exit signage, when added to the simulation model, 
brought evacuation times not only back to original levels, 
but also reduced them by a further 20%.

So, aside from the obvious benefits of understanding 
how to provide improved customer-security, there are 
also financial benefits for exhibitors since, by eliciting 
documented and prepared evacuation-plans, in buildings 
that have been tested, exhibitors should be better-placed 
to negotiate reduced insurance premiums. Indeed, the 
above-mentioned exhibitor discovered the insurer was 
willing to immediately cut the premium by 15% and, 
following further work, would consider subsequent 
reductions. Imagine, then, the cumulative possibilities for 
a major cinema operator with many sites – a little extra 
pre-construction input could result in profound all-round 
benefits.

Digital Signage-Deployment  
& Lobby Experiences
Today, traditional paper-based movie-posters are being 
rapidly replaced by both digital and interactive-signage 

designed to augment the movie-going experience 
while providing the additional marketing flexibility for 
exhibitors. But, often, their placement, and particularly 
in existing cinema-layouts, has been constrained by 
convenience and electricity supply. Generating best ROI 
from technology-deployments, such as digital-signage, 
remains key, while being able to simulate to where the 
human eye is attracted also remains fundamentally 
critical. The ability to use design data to simulate where 
the movie-goer ‘will most likely be looking’ can help 
dictate the placement of digital signage and, indeed, larger 
and more interactive lobby experiences could be used to 
increase engagement and lobby dwell-time, alike.

Retail and Lobby Optimisation
The ability to map the path of customers through the 
lobby also allows for concession-spaces to be optimised 
to improve revenue-generation while also providing a 
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more positive customer-experience. Such optimisation 
can guarantee the smoothest flow of the largest possible 
numbers through the lobby space whilst also ensuring that 
queues and points-of-sale become carefully designed to 
reduce queue-times, which of course is even more essential 
when exhibitors provide a more diverse F&B offer.

Optimising lobby-design can profoundly affect retail 
performance, as one U.S. exhibitor quickly discovered 
to his gain. Prior to simulation, the exhibitor had a 
large, long, lobby with its concession area set at the 
back (see schematic opposite). However, with a majority 
of tickets being sold online now, and fewer purchased at 
the combination box office/concession space, simulation 
suggested that many movie-goers seek the shortest path to 
the theatre doors and were thus altogether bypassing the 
concession stand. Acting upon the results of the simulation, 
the exhibitor constructed two side-seating areas, and which 
deliberately served to subtly funnel customers toward 
the concession stand. The upshot, following a $30,000 
investment in the simulation exercise – which includes 
the $19,000 purchase of free-standing tables and chairs 
– was a 5% upswing in concession sales from the same 
number of box office admissions inside the first year. This 
generated a further whopping $224,000 in revenues. Once 
again, imagine extrapolating these figures across an estate 
comprising multiple locations.

CONCLUSION
By way of summary, if to better appeal to movie-goers, 
it’s essential to focus on creating desirable environments 
that offer compelling physical and emotional experiences. 
This requires more concerted consideration in the design 

process, as well as closer collaboration between project 
partners to ensure that the final results deliver for the 
exhibitor the most positive of outcomes. Critically, it also 
means investing in rather than cutting back on design 
costs, while also empowering designers and innovators to 
provide more input. In accepting that whilst this might 
lead to a, say, 20-30% increase in typical AutoCAD-based 
fees, in addition to a further $15k in simulation work, as 
we can see, the returns are readily quantifiable and with 
payback invariably occurring in under a year.S

R.Mitchell@harkness-screens.com

In better appealing to movie-goers, exhibitors 
need to create desirable environments offering 
compelling experiences... and this means 
investing rather than cost-cutting – however,  
the returns are readily quantifiable, with  
payback invariably within 12 months


