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Randall Shearin

Merlin Entertainments is the world’s second largest attraction-based company, with 
more than 100 attractions around the globe. Several are expanding in the U.S.

Entertaining Places

B
ased in the United Kingdom, 

Merlin Entertainments has been 

actively expanding its entertain-

ment concepts around the world over 

the past several years. Known mostly in 

the U.S. for its indoor “Midway” attrac-

tions of LEGOLAND Discovery Centers, 

SEA LIFE Centers, and Madame Tus-

sauds, the company has more recently 

brought its popular Dungeons concept 

to the U.S., as well as its themed obser-

vation wheels. The company, which also 

owns the LEGOLAND theme parks in 

Orlando and Carlsbad (and developing 

new parks in Dubai, Japan, and Korea), is 

continuing to expand and has committed 

to open seven indoor Midway attractions 

globally per year, with two to three indoor 

Midway attractions in North America.  

Shopping Center Business recently caught 

up with David Johnson, director of site 

selection for Merlin Entertainments for 

the Americas, as well as Howard Samu-

els, Merlin’s exclusive advisor/broker, to 

learn more about the company and how 

their location based entertainment works 

in shopping centers.

Merlin Entertainments has doubled in 

size since 2008. The company currently 

operates 106 attractions around the globe, 

including 11 hotels, three holiday villages 

and numerous entertainment concepts 

in 23 countries. Behind the Walt Disney 

Co., it is the world’s second largest attrac-

tion based company with nearly 63 mil-

lion visitors worldwide in 2014. 

Merlin’s portfolio of location based 

entertainment concepts is diverse, but all 

tied around the theme of high quality fam-

ily attractions. The company is the larg-

est aquarium operator in the world and 

presently has seven SEA LIFE locations 

in North America. The approximate 

25,000-square-foot interactive aquariums 

are based around education and con-

servation about the ocean and the seas.  

This month, it opens a new SEA LIFE 

aquarium in Orlando. Currently, the com-

pany operates SEA LIFE aquariums at 

Arizona Mills in Phoenix; Mall of Amer-

ica in Bloomington, Minnesota; Grape-

vine Mills in the Dallas/Fort Worth area; 

Crown Center in Kansas City; Concord 

Mills in Concord, North Carolina; at the 

LEGOLAND theme park in Carlsbad, 

California; and the recently opened Great 

Lakes Crossing in Auburn Hills, Michigan 

that has been sold out for its first three 

months. Merlin plans to open one SEA 

LIFE aquarium in North America per 

year for the next few years. 

LEGOLAND Discovery Centers of-

fer family entertainment based around 

the hugely popular LEGO brand. This 

30,000 to 35,000 square foot concept 

have been located in super-regional malls/

outlet centers, and lifestyle centers. For 

this concept, Merlin likes projects that 

have a large regional draw, since there 

will not be a LEGOLAND Discovery 

Center in every city. There are currently 

seven LEGOLAND Discovery Centers 

in North America: at Grapevine Mills 

(Dallas/Fort Worth), Texas; The Streets 

of Woodfield Mall in Schaumburg (Chi-

cago), Illinois; Assembly Row in Somer-

ville (Boston), Massachusetts; Westches-

ter’s Ridge Hill in Yonkers, New York; 

Vaughan Mills near Toronto; and Phipps 

Plaza in Atlanta. Two more will open in 

2016: at Great Lakes Crossing in Au-

burn Hills, Michigan, and Arizona Mills 

in Phoenix. 

Merlin Entertainments’ initial entry 

into the U.S. was in the 1990s with its 

Madame Tussauds wax museum concept 

in Las Vegas (at The Venetian) and New 

York City (Times Square).  Presently the 

company operates five Madame Tussauds 

in North America besides NYC/Las Ve-

gas: Hollywood, California; Washington, 

D.C.; and its most recent addition at Fish-

erman’s Wharf in San Francisco. There 

are 18 Madame Tussauds worldwide to-

day, building on the original location in 

London since 1884.  The brand dates 

back to the French Revolution, and the 

attraction features wax portraits of enter-

tainment and political figures, athletes 

Promotion for Merlin’s attractions in Orlando. Merlin Entertainments prefers to 

cluster its venues so it can easily operate and market them to similar audiences.
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and other prominent personalities, in an 

interactive and immersive setting.  Each 

Madame Tussauds reflects the “face of 

the place” focusing on that region’s 

personality. 

Merlin’s latest brand expansion in 

North America involves its Dungeons 

brand. The Dungeons attractions create 

themed tours of fictional dungeons that 

exist in the city in which they are located. 

While the dungeons may be fictional, the 

facts and stories that guides tell are not.  

The Dungeons are an entertaining way for 

locals and visitors to learn more about the 

city, bringing history to life with live ac-

tors serving as the guides. Merlin operates 

nine Dungeons around the world; its latest 

opened in San Francisco next to Madame 

Tussauds at Fisherman’s Wharf. The San 

Francisco Dungeon has been so success-

ful that Merlin is now considering expan-

sion to other North American cities.

Each of Merlin’s 

Midway concepts are 

designed to allow the 

average family to get 

through the experi-

ence in about 90 

minutes. “They are 

a great alternative to 

spending the entire 

day at a theme park,” 

says Johnson. “They 

are long enough to 

provide value through 

entertainment, but 

short enough that you 

can combine it with 

other nearby leisure 

offerings, including a 

meal at a restaurant 

or movie, for a longer 

experience.”

Merlin also works 

closely with school 

groups, as there is an 

educational value to all 

of the company’s con-

cepts. For example, 

LEGO products are 

on the curriculum in 

many states for learning, especially spe-

cial needs children. In Florida, every Polk 

County second grader is allowed to come 

for free to LEGOLAND, and every teach-

er in the state receives a free annual pass. 

“About 10 percent to 15 percent of 

our visitations are built around groups 

of school children,” says Johnson. “That 

helps our traffic on slower weekdays while 

encouraging valuable learning skills. It 

also expands the ‘presence’ of a project 

in the marketplace.” 

As it has done with Madame Tussauds 

and The Dungeons of San Francisco at 

Fisherman’s Wharf, Merlin has tradition-

ally tried to co-locate its concepts in adja-

cent or nearby spaces. It will be opening a 

LEGOLAND Discovery Center adjacent 

to the existing SEA LIFE Center at Arizo-

na Mills, and across from the SEA LIFE 

Center at Great Lakes Crossing.  “Cluster-

ing two or more attractions in one loca-

tion allows us to collectively market one 

destination,” says Samuels. “It provides 

operational benefits and expands the mar-

ket potential for both the landlord and 

the tenant.”

That said, each Merlin brand has its 

own site-specific criteria. Madame Tus-

sauds and Dungeons are geared toward 

tourism traffic. They are generally located 

in iconic locations that draw lots of pe-

destrian traffic. LEGOLAND Discovery 

and SEA LIFE Centers are more in tune 

with family visits and encourage repeat-

able regular visits. Locations that work for 

those concepts are high traffic regional 

and super-regional centers with theaters 

and a lot of restaurants and complemen-

tary entertainment uses. 

“We like landlords who will take the 

time to understand these concepts and 

who will work with us closely,” says 

Samuels, who cites the company’s great 

relationships with national landlords like 

Simon, Taubman, Forest City, and Triple 

Five.

“We’re targeted our site selection cri-

teria on finding the right site at appro-

priate economics for an entertainment 

attraction,” says Johnson. “We want to 

own and operate the best attractions in 

the market that we enter, and having a 

great relationship with the landlord is a 

key to that success.”

Merlin has never closed an attraction, 

so keeping that track record going is im-

portant to the company as it continues 

to expand. In the U.S., Merlin prefers to 

locate in city centers, or large shopping 

LEGOLAND at Federal Realty’s Assembly Row near Boston. Merlin 

Entertianments likes to locate LEGOLAND in an envirronment that is a regional 

draw and that has complementary entertainment tenants.

Contact:
Keith D. Kite

772-231-9333 | keith@kitepropertiesllc.com 
www.kitepropertiesllc.com

An independent afliate of

RETAIL ADVISORY GROUP

Experience | Integrity | Excellence

Building Relationships

Delivering Results

Exclusively Representing 
Owners, Investors, Developers

 of
Net Leased Retail Properties

C
o

u
rt

e
sy

 o
f 

F
e
d

e
ra

l 
R

e
al

ty

mailto:keith@kitepropertiesllc.com
http://www.kitepropertiesllc.com


MAY 2015 • SHOPPING CENTER BUSINESS •  307

centers that act as city centers for an area. 

Abundant, free parking is required. “We 

also prefer to be surrounded by a num-

ber of leisure offerings in places where 

families feel comfortable spending time,” 

says Samuels.

 “We take our time with site selection,” 

adds Johnson. “We do a lot of due dili-

gence and market examination. From ini-

tially starting with a letter of intent with a 

landlord, to signing a lease, to our ultimate 

grand opening, it can take approximately 

15 to 18 months. It is not because we 

are slow. It is due to our efforts to con-

duct qualitative and quantitative market 

research, designing, and developing a 

world class product.”

Merlin Entertainments operates the 

London Eye, one of the most iconic visi-

tor’s attractions in the world. The 425-foot 

observation wheel has been an incred-

ible success for the company. In 2012, 

the company acquired the Sydney Tower 

Eye in Australia, a similar attraction in 

Singapore and two smaller observation 

tower attractions in the United Kingdom. 

Merlin will also be opening a 400-foot 

observation wheel in early May on Inter-

national Drive in Orlando, adjacent to a 

brand new Madame Tussauds and SEA 

LIFE Center, near the convention center. 

“That addition creates a four-way cluster 

for us right in the heart of the theme park 

capital of the world,” says Johnson. The 

fourth part of that equation is Merlin’s 

LEGOLAND Theme Park that opened 

outside Orlando in 2011.  

In addition, Merlin is launching a new 

branded entertainment attraction called 

Shrek’s Adventure in London in July. 

Based around Shrek, and in partnership 

with DreamWorks, the attraction is an 

actor-led attraction that takes the visitor 

through 10 to 12 shows within the story of 

Shrek. Merlin plans to bring the attraction 

to the U.S. in 2017. SCB

Promotion for Merlin’s new Shrek themed attraction that will open in London this 

summer. 
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