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“The great thing about kiddie rides in the UK 
and Ireland,” said Paolo Sidoli of SB Machines, 
“is that they fall outside the scope of the 
Gambling Act, therefore as long as they 
are properly homologated and 
CE stamped, ADIPS tested and 
sensibly assessed and prepared 
before installa  on, then they 
can be placed anywhere and 
everywhere.”

SB Machines produces a breadth 
of children’s rides products, from 
small, single-seater rides, 
to larger ones featuring 
complex movement. 
This year, its key 
launches have 
been the licensed 
product Double 
Cars Twin ride, 
Twin Pony 
Express and the 
Tagadisco ride.

“The best 
loca  ons are 
always those 
which we 
call ‘family 
des  na  ons’ 
– these 
will include 
supermarkets 
and shopping malls, 
cinemas, amusement 
parks and piers, holiday 
centres, farm parks and 
zoos and, of course, the ubiquitous 
seaside amusement arcade or family 

entertainment centre.”
According to David 

Robinson of World of 
Rides, which specialises 
in ba  ery-operated rides, 
such as its Go-Karts and F1 Racing 
Cars, children’s rides tend to work well 
in loca  ons where youngsters are in need of 
entertainment.

“They work well in any loca  on where 
children congregate in large numbers, but 
where they could possibly become bored or 
frac  ous,” he said. “Shops and shopping centres 
are a popular choice, as are airports and railway 
sta  ons. owever, they are also hugely appealing 
to younger children, due to their recognisable 
designs and bright colours, so they are also the 
 rst choice for seaside arcade and holiday park 

operators.” 
United Distribu  ng Company 

has been supplying kiddie rides for 
nearly 30 years. In recent years the 
company has found great success 

with its three-seat carousel 
rides, which included the 
Co  ee Cup that has been 

redesigned as appy 
Birds for 2013. One 
of the great selling 

points for children’s 
rides is their 
longevity, the 

company’s Ma   
Bland said.

“It’s 
no secret 
that coin-
operated 

rides have 
a long life. 

Similar 
designs can be 

sustained in the 
marketplace for 

many years. Even 
licensed rides which 

would typically be thought 
to date quickly can stay popular 

for years beyond the popularity of 
the original licence.”

Rides can provide a “quick turnover and fast 
ROI,” according to Ulli Künnecke of Merkur Kids, 
the company that brought the Disney’s Cars 
branded product Lightning McQueen to the 
coin-op market. “Rides will remain successful in 
the  eld, if the operator is rota  ng them within 
his opera  on.” It’s also very e  ec  ve when 
operators o  er a variety of rides to cater to 
di  erent age groups, he said. 

For Steven Tan of UNIS, which recently 
launched the Mini Train with Smoke ride that 
o  ers a “safe and cool” smoke e  ect when in 
mo  on, much of the appeal for operators is that 
kiddie rides and indoor rides are “built to last.”

“This genre of amusement products does not 
share the same opera  ng span as video games, 
for example,” he said. “Placed in a high-tra   c 
area, income is normally extremely stable. To 
look consistently good and to have a long life, a 
ride needs to be well built.”

As technology moves at a lightning pace, the 
kiddie ride sector is responding to changes in 
consumer tastes in order to remain a relevant 
form of entertainment that con  nues to appeal 
to young children. Gareth Jones of Northern 
Leisure, which has “phenomenal success” 
with its licensed Peppa Pig rides and recently 
launched Olly the Li  le White an, Joey JCB and 
a generic three-seater bus, explained that there 
are now many di  erent types of technologies 
being used when designing rides.

“Entertainment and technology have evolved, 
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incorporated into today’s rides as children 
of nursery school age are using the likes of 
touchscreen tablets, computers and phones 
for everyday entertainment. We have taken 
this into account and produced rides that have 
video screens, touchscreens, mul  ple choice 
op  ons, interac  ve games and video cameras. 

owever, not all operators like machines with 
gi mos and gadgets as it lends the sugges  on 
that there’s more to maintain and possibly go 
wrong. If the ride is a  rac  ve and s  ll simple to 
maintain, then it can perform just as well and is 
much easier for the operator.” 

Children have powerful imagina  ons, he said. 
“If you can capture that, then it’s all you need.”

This, said Steve Bryant of LAI Games, is the 
key – producing a standout product can open up 
a lucra  ve market. 

“LAI is not tradi  onally a manufacturer 
of children’s rides, but we have a three-seat 
carousel that has been in our por  olio for a few 
years that has been doing very well.”

The company’s carousel was displayed on the 
AMG Leisure stand at the AG Interna  onal xpo 
in London at the start of the year and has been 
very well received in the UK.

“There’s a great li  le market there if you can 
produce a niche product,” Bryant said.

Perhaps more than any other segment 
of the amusement market, licensed brands 
feature prominently in children’s rides. But 
there is some debate over whether a ride 
needs to have a licensed theme, considering 
that some will be in place for a number of 
years and brands have a tendency to date 
rather quickly.

Good rides with a strong licence are 
appealing, said UNIS’ Tan, and are likely to 
generate solid income and repeat business. 

owever, a generic, home-grown product 
can be just as successful.

“A popular or common design, if appealing, 
can be just as en  cing to look at and ride on,” 
he said.

According to David Robinson of World of 
Rides, licensed brands were seen as a way of 
revitalising “rapidly aging” ride technology in the 
1 0s, enabling many manufacturers to con  nue 
producing successful products.

“ owever, branding does not allow for any 
design or technology innova  on outside of the 
brand, so generic ride innova  on is s  ll hugely 
important and pro  table - providing that the 
design is up-to-date and the technology is cu   ng 
edge,” he said.

Over the past 10 years, 
all of the rides UDC has 
supplied have been original 
concepts rather than licensed 
products. These, said the 
company’s Bland, have 
proved just as successful.

“As a distributor, we 
discuss concepts widely 
with manufacturers and 

our experiences show us 
that the designs created 

by our partners have been 

successful without the need for buying into a 
licensed property,” he said. “While a brand can 
boost ini  al recogni  on with parents or older 
children, younger children generally would 
not discriminate against Fireman Sam versus a 
generic Fire Truck ride. As long as the design is 
a  rac  ve, well maintained, play is a  ordable and 
of a su   cient length to provide value for money, 
it will o  en be successful.”

Northern Leisure’s ones agreed, sta  ng that 
a licensed brand does not guarantee success for 
a ride. “From the hundreds of licensed machines 
out there, there are only a real few that have 
made a signi  cant impact in the industry,” he 
said, ci  ng the likes of Postman Pat, Bob the 
Builder and now Peppa Pig. “Many of the others 
are no be  er than the generic ride. If a generic 
looks good and entertains the rider, then it can 
perform as well as the top licensed rides.”

For SB Machines, providing both generic and 
licensed products is important to the overall 
amusement o  ering.

“Alongside our generic range of rides we have 
a por  olio of licensed rides and we have found 
over the years that a ride does not need to be 
licensed to provide a superior return,” said Sidoli. 
“In my opinion, I would guess that in the UK and 
Ireland, the split between licensed and non-
licensed rides is about 50/50.”

There is a de  nite merging between di  erent 
kinds of amusement experiences, which is 
in  uencing the design of children’s rides, 
Bland observed. “Some rides, such as our 
Bubble Fun ride feature video displays and 

even blur the lines between a ride, a video 
game and a simulator.”

There has also been some 
experimenta  on with introducing a 
 cket redemp  on element to kiddie 

rides, though it remains to be seen 
whether this will become widespread. 

Sega Amusements is currently 
focusing on its Sonic kiddie ride, 
which although not strictly a licensed 

piece, is based on a recognisable brand. 
The company is also planning to launch 

a new AC Cobra car-themed interac  ve 
children’s ride.

“In most markets we’ve yet to go the 
redemp  on route,” said the company’s 

us  n Burke. “In apan, for example, some 
children’s rides have a card collec  ng 
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that corresponds to the cards. We’ve not seen 
anything like that in our markets just yet.”

Burke is skep  cal about the value of adding 
 cket redemp  on to children’s rides as most 

rides are not placed in redemp  on loca  ons and 
it would add further costs to operators.

As for high levels of interac  ve, he suggested 
that this isn’t something the youngest 
children are looking for.

“Licensed brands always help and you 
do some  mes see an upturn in income 
from such equipment. owever, it is a 
fairly saturated market,” said Burke.  

“ or the amusement  eld,” said 
Tan, “manufacturers are star  ng to 
think about adding novelty items, such 
as  ckets or pri es into the unit. The 
success of redemp  on machines can 
be duplicated in kiddie rides. aving a 
dispenser would only produce a slight 
increase in costs and would incur some 
design and so  ware program changes.”

Although technology is changing, 
said rancioni, o  en children  nd the 
“classic” style of ride more familiar. That 
being said, as the popularity of  cket 
redemp  on increases in ECs, children’s 
rides may have to adapt, he said.

There is a move towards introducing 
greater interac  vity in children’s rides, 
Li  Padge   of Jolly Roger said. ne of the 
company’s rides, Camper an, features a 
game for riders to play. Its latest ride to hit 
the market is Jungle Jive, a jeep-style ride that 
includes onboard videos and a number of 
simula  on e  ects.

“ eneric interac  ve games tend to work 
be  er than licensed pieces,” Padge   said. “As 
long as they are bright, colourful and interac  ve, 
we  nd that works well.”

Another company exploring the possibili  es 
of greater interac  on in kiddie rides is J C 
Sales, which has found an enthusias  c 
audience for its Kiddie Sub ride. The 
submarine-themed ride has a range 
of mo  on and has a 
control deck for riders 
to shoot at undersea 
targets.

The incorpora  on 
of video into children’s 
rides, which is not a new 
concept, has also had mixed 
results.

“There are already many 
di  erent rides that feature 
video screens, many of which 
were manufactured as long 
as 10 years ago,” said Jones. 
“Around 2005, many manufacturers 
thought this was the next big thing 
to boost the kiddie ride sector, but 
are now already moving away from 
this, as takings and sales didn’t really match 
expecta  ons.”

orthern Leisure saw this  rst hand by 

o  ering rides with the op  on of including video, 
he explained. “Takings records from opera  ons 
show that there is no signi  cant di  erence 
in revenue from the two types of machines 
and sales records show that the non-video 
op  on is more popular with operators than the 
video version.”

This, he said, could be down to the type of 
loca  on. If rides are placed outside at seaside 

loca  ons, for example, the screens maybe 
subject to inclement weather and damp 

salty air.
Ticket redemp  on could, he 

said, work in the right loca  on 
and add another dimension 
to the appeal of kiddie rides. 

Evidently opinion is divided. 

“Anything on a ride that is innova  ve and new 
can only be posi  ve for the cashbox,” said Sidoli. 
“Ticket redemp  on in the UK is very successful 
and introducing a  cket dispenser op  on on any 
ride is good. ideo screens on rides are liked 
by many operators as long as the video content 
is well produced and interes  ng to the child. I 
don’t think that  cket redemp  on and the video 
element is the direc  on we are heading in, 
but they are certainly a welcome op  on to any 
kiddie ride.”

Robinson shared this point of view: “Ticket 
redemp  on is an important step forward for the 
amusement sector as a whole, but the children’s 
ride sector is already providing the rider with 
a perceived reward and a unique experience 
for their payment, so it is not as important yet. 
Similarly, video games work very well in some 
sta  c kiddie rides, but would be very distrac  ng 
and impossible to use on a moving ba  ery ride, 
for example.”

As tastes inevitably change, manufacturers are 
also considering changes in the way consumers 
make transac  ons and are therefore providing 
new ways of ac  va  ng children’s rides, as AJ 
Kress of a  onal Kiddie Rides explained: “The 

manufacturing of rides is changing. Today we 
are even o  ering rides that take credit cards 

– not real popular yet, but a change. The 
other change is the acceptance of dollar 
bills here in the US. Provisions are being 
made to add that feature.”

Kiddie rides are changing then, but 
perhaps not at the rate of development 

seen in other market segments. Clearly 
this is down to the  meless quality of the 

kiddie ride entertainment experience, which, 
rather than see altered in light of new 

touchscreen, video and redemp  on 
technologies, manufacturers and 

operators are keen to maintain.
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