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Synopsis 
 
The retail landscape is changing. It’s time to reimagine our entertainment and 
retail formats to be better than ever before. 

Award-winning Zachary Pulman Design Studio has set the global standard for 
competitive socialising design for the likes of Swingers Crazy Golf and Topgolf 
International. 

In this article, Zachary Pulman explores the contextual reasons for competitive 
socialising’s meteoric rise, the dramatic changes affecting retail globally, even 

before the pandemic, and the compelling argument for competitive socialising as a solution for falling 
retail footfall.  
 

Is the future of retail, social?  
 
The retail landscape is changing. It’s time to reimagine our entertainment and retail formats to be 
better than ever before.  
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It’s hard to imagine retail ever being the same again. Before we’d even heard of Covid-19, the rapid 
global change in consumer behaviour had left many traditional leisure activities with decreasing 
footfall, notably shopping centres and cinemas which have both seen rapid declines.  
 
2019 had the slowest rate of spending growth in the UK since 2010, while the retail industry faced 
large-scale business restructuring: 85,000 jobs lost and 9,169 store closures. Businesses with 
marketing strategies built around long-established print media have struggled to find a voice with the 
digital-first consumer.  
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State of the market today 
 
• UK Retail market to decrease by 4.9% in 2020 (Centre for Retail Research)  
• £17.28bn in revenue loss 
• Move toward entertainment and non-fashion retailers 
 
Consumers are quickly evolving their wants and needs and while this is contributing to challenges 
in the retail sector, we’re seeing a diversion of spend to leisure, now accounting for 14.3% of 
consumer spending. Globally, development landlords are investing in competitive socialising as a 
solution to falling footfall.  
 

What is Competitive Socialising? 
 
Competitive socialising mixes traditional activities such as darts, ping pong and crazy golf with high-
quality F&B experiences. In this fast-paced sector, we are seeing an increase in venues in prominent 
leisure schemes and shopping centres. The highly fragmented nature of this sector means that 
operators need only a handful of sites to become a genuine contender as a national brand. 
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Case Study: BHS Flagship > Crazy Golf Venue 
 
Shopping centres and retail spaces are seeing the potential in adapting their space to accommodate 
competitive socialising activities. With our client Swingers, we transformed the former BHS flagship 
store in London’s Oxford Circus into a thriving crazy golf venue complete with cocktails and street 
food. After the success of Swingers City, Swingers West End – which takes crazy golf back to its 
seaside roots, reimagining the faded glamour of the 1920s English Riviera –opened in 2018 and was 
tipped as ‘London’s new Friday night ’by GQ Magazine.  
 

The opportunity for shopping centres 
  
The disruption of 2020 has led to downsizing retailers, renegotiated rents and the threat of empty 
units, allowing landlords the opportunity to refresh their offering. To support retailers with sufficient 
footfall consumers need compelling reasons to return more often and at all times of day and night.  
 
The stage is set for immersive experiences, entertainment venues and experiential pop-ups. And 
with today’s consumers looking for something authentic and unique, a bowling alley next to a cinema 
is no longer enough.  
 
Clever concepts like family-focussed Kidzania have led the way, generating loyal communities and 
giving shopping centres greater purpose, but there’s so much more room for great ideas. Done well, 
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Competitive socialising venues are a fresh and exciting all-rounder. High-quality F&B, cool design, 
energetic spaces and a reason for people to visit a retail environment both day and night. They also 
create the holy grail of premium digital content, generating consideration for the shopping destination 
by reaching today’s consumers where they interact with brands.  
 
By combining multiple lifestyle, entertainment and leisure experiences in one place, landlords can 
establish the kind of multi-demographic, long term traffic necessary for physical retailers to thrive. 
 

The opportunity for high streets  
 
Junkyard Golf, Flight Club, Escape Hunt, Electric Shuffle and Swingers, to name just a few are 
examples of Competitive socialising concepts that have already found their way onto the UK high 
street. And there’s plenty more to come.  
 
People are keen to enjoy the high-street but need to feel satisfied when they visit. And if working 
from home is set to become increasingly prevalent, the offer needs to work even harder to be 
compelling and diverse. 
 
These venues act as upgrades on the flagging ‘affordable dining ’experience, an alternative to the 
pub and by combining strong F&B offers with more interesting experiences, have cornered the 
corporate and seasonal party scene. All that makes it possible to support higher rents and access 
markets that were previously unavailable. 
 
For existing high street hospitality concepts competitive socialising may be seen as a threat. But it 
could also be a solution. Adding a permanent or pop-up experience to an existing business is an 
effective way to move with the times, something mini-golf concept ‘Plonk ’has proven by expanding 
to over 30 venues since 2014.  
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Why is it so popular? 
 

Insta friendly - Go home ‘interesting’ 
 
Competitive socialising provides instant and original content to Instagram and TikTok hungry 
Millennials and Gen Z. It’s in this sphere that competitive socialising has grown. Speaking both to 
the sense of community craved in our digital world and to the ready to share, visually exciting 
‘Instagram perfect ’experience. For many dinner and drinks just aren’t interesting enough! 
  

Rise of the experience economy 
  
A growing desire to reduce material possessions and live more sustainably is believed to be driving 
a preference for making memories over material purchases. In 2019, 69% of late-night customers 
went to at least one ‘new-wave ’event (*CGA Consumer Panel 2019).  
 

Everyone’s welcome 
 
With accessible price points and game playability, all demographics can participate both in terms of 
age and socio-economic status making the format totally inclusive.  
 

Technology 
 
The use of technology within the competitive socialising sector has rocketed, creating some truly 
unique and engaging experiences and adding additional levels of stimulation for the player. Founded 
in 2013, Flight Club is a great example of a tech-forward concept. Their dartboards incorporate a 
series of cameras and are fitted with dart tracking technology to enable instant score-keeping and 
interactive gameplay 
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Good for business 
 
Stand-out meetings, cut-above networking, seasonal celebrations, post-work get-togethers. The 
corporate world has always been a social place and more interesting, premium solutions to all the 
traditional occasions are big business. 
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Operating in uncertain times 
 

Eat. Drink. Play – Stay.  
 
Today’s consumers want a venue to deliver on every front, high-quality food, drink and play without 
compromise. And Covid-19 has sharply increased demand for a one-stop night out that’s still 
exciting. The rise of the Boxpark concept is a case-in-point, where a combination of fresh, young, 
independent retail, leisure, dining and socialising venues combine to create a go-to solution for every 
time of day.  
 

The new after-work  
 
Whilst working from home continues to be prevalent, as lockdowns lift people want and need a safe, 
but also a stimulating place to meet their friends after the isolating working-from-home environment.  
 

Thirst for the new 
 
We have transitioned from a world where new experiences were increasingly accessible to one 
restricting them. Competitive socialising represents an extremely attractive and easy way for people 
to scratch the itch. 
 

Play together  
 
Gamified environments are hygiene-friendly by design. Groups of friends book and play together 
without needing to mix with other groups. 
 

Corporate team building  
 
Businesses need to develop a culture of togetherness and competitive socialising venues allow for 
group bookings that only mix with each other. 
 
Whether launching a new concept, refreshing an existing format or installing competitive socialising 
as an extended offer to a venue, we believe there is a proven formula to commercial success. 
 
To create commercial success, operators need to provide consumers with a place to share, discover, 
explore but more than this... a place to belong! 
 

Exist for a reason 
 
An authentic purpose is essential to modern brands. Not only are consumers looking for businesses 
they believe in, but standing up for your core purpose organically keeps your proposition fresh and 
interesting. 
 

Have depth 
 
A really strong idea done well gives people multiple reasons to visit. Every visit is an opportunity to 
play, discover, explore and share in new or favourite ways. 

 
Be beautiful 
 
A stunning environment gets people talking and sharing. Tailoring your design aesthetic to your 
demographic should always make them proud to be seen with you. 
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Be social 
 
Drive the conversation in the digital world. Consumers are increasingly likely to make decisions about 
the brands they love in digital. Find a voice, be interesting, entertain and engage. 
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Design and playability should enhance the competitive socialising 
experience 
  
Together with Purists of Play, we believe it’s critical to strike the perfect balance between playability 
and cool design aesthetic. For experience-hungry Millennials and Gen Z, tech teamed with cool 
design allows and motivates customers to easily share mementos from their visit on social platforms. 
At Swingers West End and City, for example, the winner’s podiums serve as an ideal place to capture 
footage of their visit, with technology providing a seamless experience from snap to social media. 
Customers have become co-marketers! 
 
We aim to create experiences that connect with people in more meaningful ways, building purpose, 
value and discovery into the DNA of brands. To build concepts with outstanding design, scalable 
business models and long-term vision – a more exciting vision for entertainment formats, retailers, 
and franchise operations. 
 
 

About Purists of Play 
 
Zachary Pulman Design Studio has teamed up with Smith & Devil and Entertaining Retail to form 
the Purists of Play collective offering a one-stop solution for experiential concepts. Purists of Play 
create and build concepts with outstanding design, scalable business models and long-term vision. 
A more exciting prospect for entertainment formats, retailers, and franchise operations. 
 
Purists of Play create experiences that connect people in meaningful ways, building purpose, value 
and discovery into the DNA of your brand. Ensuring your business has permission to adapt to trends, 
lead conversations and always be interesting. 
 
Visit https://puristsofplay.com to learn more. 
 


